Antioch University

AURA - Antioch University Repository and Archive
Dissertations & Theses

Student & Alumni Scholarship, including
Dissertations & Theses

2013

Sites of Passage: Art as Action in Egypt and the US- Creating an Autoethnography Through
Performance Writing, Revolution, and Social
Practice
Tavia La Follette

Follow this and additional works at: http://aura.antioch.edu/etds
Part of the Anthropology Commons, Art and Design Commons, Epistemology Commons, Fine
Arts Commons, Social and Philosophical Foundations of Education Commons, and the Theatre and
Performance Studies Commons
Recommended Citation
La Follette, Tavia, "Sites of Passage: Art as Action in Egypt and the US-- Creating an Autoethnography Through Performance Writing,
Revolution, and Social Practice" (2013). Dissertations & Theses. 24.
http://aura.antioch.edu/etds/24

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Student & Alumni Scholarship, including Dissertations & Theses at AURA - Antioch
University Repository and Archive. It has been accepted for inclusion in Dissertations & Theses by an authorized administrator of AURA - Antioch
University Repository and Archive. For more information, please contact dpenrose@antioch.edu, wmcgrath@antioch.edu.

SITES OF PASSAGE:
ART AS ACTION IN EGYPT AND THE US—CREATING AN
AUTOETHNOGRAPHY THROUGH PERFORMANCE WRITING, REVOLUTION,
AND SOCIAL PRACTICE

TAVIA LA FOLLETTE

A DISSERTATION

Submitted to the Ph.D. in Leadership and Change Program
of Antioch University
in partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy

November, 2012

This is to certify that the Dissertation entitled:

SITES OF PASSAGE:
ART AS ACTION IN EGYPT AND THE US—CREATING AN
AUTOETHNOGRAPHY THROUGH PERFORMANCE WRITING, REVOLUTION,
AND SOCIAL PRACTICE
prepared by
Tavia La Follette
is approved in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of
Philosophy in Leadership and Change.
Approved by:

____________________________________________________________________
Carolyn Kenny, Ph.D., Chair
date
____________________________________________________________________
Annie E. Booysen, DBL., Committee Member
date
____________________________________________________________________
Lynne Conner, Ph.D., Committee Member
date
____________________________________________________________________
Celeste Snober, External Reader
date

Copyright 2012 Tavia La Follette
All rights reserved

Acknowledgements
I would like to thank my husband, Gary Huck, and my sons, Max and Calder, first
and foremost. Without their patience, belief in, and support of this project, it would not
have come to fruition. I thank Carolyn Kenny, whose wisdom and grace kept my sprits
high and brought meaning and faith to the world of academia. She also shared her
talented editor/daughter Shannon Venable to rescue me, allowing sanity in the final
stages of this process. I was privileged to have such an eclectic and renowned group of
committee members: Lize Booysen, Lynne Conner, Carolyn Kenny, and Celeste Snober.
Their generosity with time is just a small sampling of their generosity with insightful
constructive criticism that was the foundation of this work. I need to thank the entire
Antioch faculty, staff, and, students—here and gone, who made this journey a tale with
many heroes. Lastly, I thank all of the artists who gave their magnanimous devotion,
creative energy, commitment of self, and artwork to this project. This piece is devoted to
you and your ability to keep me dreaming.

i

Abstract
As a performance artist and arts activist I present my research project to the audience in
performative writing, a postmodern research style that advocates the integration of the
artist/researcher identity. In the summer of 2010, I left for Egypt to teach a performance
and installation art workshop at Artist Residency Egypt, the first step of the Firefly
Tunnels Project, a virtual and tangible exchange between artists in the United States and
Egypt. This venture began with the awareness that the 10th anniversary of 9/11 was
approaching. What I could not have foreseen were the other world events that would
have a direct impact on the project: Arab Spring and the Egyptian revolution, the Occupy
Wall Street Movement in the United States, the execution of Osama Bin Laden, and
presidential elections in both the United States and Egypt. Sites of Passage, the final
exhibition, ran from September 9, 2011-February 14, 2012 (extended) at the Mattress
Factory Museum, one of the only installation art museums of its kind. The exhibit
included site-specific works, curatorial tours, discussion panels, workshops, community
outreach, and a performance series. I curated all of the artists into the three workshops
held in Egypt and the United States, which were compulsory to the exchange process.
This document is a performance ethnography that includes an auto-ethnography
providing thick description of the experiences and events of this bicultural journey.
There are eight videos in mv4 format, plus images to help give dimension to the work.
Theoretical dispositions will also be performed throughout the document. The electronic
version of this Dissertation is at OhioLink ETD Center, www.ohiolink.edu/etd.
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Chapter I: Assembling the Stage

Video 1. Author’s Introduction
When I left for Egypt in July of 2010 I knew that the 10th anniversary of 9/11 was
just over a year away. As a New Yorker who had recently moved to Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania when the attacks happened, I felt displaced. As an artist who believes that
art is a means for gaining a better understanding of the human condition, I felt I needed to
do something with that displacement and about the xenophobia I saw and continue to see
run rampant.
When I was around four or five years old we lived on East 91st Street in upper
Manhattan. It was the 1970s, an era of bell-bottoms, tapestries, and polyester. I could
smell all of these things when I would hide in my parents’ closet, usually behind Ophelia,
the name of our vase-shaped wicker laundry basket. It was not odd to me that our laundry
basket was named Ophelia. That was how it was identified to me. I had no idea who
“Ophelia” was in literature and art or the symbolism behind stuffing her with dirty
laundry. I am not sure I even knew what a laundry basket was, just that Ophelia got all
our soiled clothes.

2
As I sat with my legs between the bedposts, clutching the brazen brass railing for
strength, I would smell the strong cool odor of my parents’ brass bed. This is how I
cooled my screams of discontent while my mother would try to tear through my straggly
blonde hair.
“Oh stop acting like a Jap.” My mother snapped one morning, we were late and I
was not helping the situation.
I distinctly remember thinking this thought, but didn’t dare to give it a voice to it
at the time: Why was my mother calling me Japanese? Do they tend to get terrible
tangles too?
As a new mother to tangled twin boys, an artist and a global citizen, I was driven
by a sense of duty, to build a project that broke down the barriers of pre-judgment and
crossed over emotional and physiological borders. I began to research ways to assemble
such an endeavor.
Victor Turner was a cultural anthropologist whose multi-disciplinary work in
ritual and performance has played a significant role in the field of Performance Studies.
In his 1974 book, Drama, Fields, and Metaphors, I found a conceptual statement that
inspired me.
In moving from experience of social life to conceptualization and
intellectual history, I follow the path of anthropologists almost
everywhere. Although we take theories into the field with us, these
become relevant only if and when they illuminate social reality.
Moreover, we tend to find very frequently that it is not a theorist’s whole
system which so illuminates, but his scattered ideas, his flashes of insight
taken out of systematic context and applied to scattered data. Such ideas
have a virtue of their own and may generate a new hypothesis. They even
show how scattered data maybe systematically connected! (23)

3
The above “scattered ideas” and “flashes of insight,” reminded me of fireflies, of “ah ha”
moments, which I envisioned capturing in a mason jar. These sparks of creative
conceptions are what I have tried to hone into a tunnel of communication, hence the
Firefly Tunnel Project name.
I am fascinated by the question “How much love we can put into an inanimate
object?”—whether it’s a car, a stuffed animal, an icon, or a song. Humans get
emotionally attached to things that do not give any love back in return. We have this
amazing ability to project emotions onto physical objects or symbols.
The art of insight is thus so valuable that we can fabricate an object or a
performative moment that has the power to transform our minds, even if only for a breath
or two. It is furthermore delightfully ironic that we don’t have to think about it. Instead,
we feel it. These factors made me wonder how I could create a space where we feel
things together? As a start, I needed to come up with a vehicle of implementation,
pedagogy, dialogue, and a platform for the project to be produced.
In Henry Giroux’s 2005 book, Border Crossing: Cultural Workers and the
Politics of Education, he calls for a wide and revolutionary movement.
we must make an attempt to develop a shared language around the issue
of pedagogy and struggle, develop a set of relevancies that can be
recognized in each other’s work, and articulate a common political project
that addressees the relationship between pedagogical work and the
reconstruction of oppositional public spheres. (134)
My ambition is for the Firefly Tunnel Project to be an aesthetic prototype for such an
endeavor. I respect f Giroux's superhero-like background as a social studies high school
teacher gone cultural critic who coined terms like “public pedagogy” and refined popular
conceptions of the role of new media in global culture.
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Norman Denzin makes a similar plea in his 2003 book Performance
Ethnography: Critical Pedagogy and the Politics of Culture.
I have suggested that we need to craft an emancipatory discourse that
speaks to issues of racial inequality under neoliberal forms of democracy
and capitalism. This discourse requires a turn to a performance-based
approach to culture, politics and pedagogy. We need to explore
performance Autoethnography and performance art as a vehicle for
enacting a performative cultural politics of hope. (24)
I took both appeals and started looking for artists practicing these ideas and found
one in the strangest of places, in academia.
Assembling an Ideological Structure
I am asking the reader to travel with me through a sensory-driven, implied inquiry
and aesthetic-oriented journey. This travel may be a difficult or even a frustrating
transition for some readers. Because I do not want the sometimes-tacit connective tissue
to be lost, I have created an anchor or container of ideological structure for both myself
and the reader to lean on, ride in, and reference as a map when we feel lost; however, I
must note that one of the melodies running through this document is the idea that being
lost and not knowing can in fact lead one to arrive at a rewarding place of discovery.
In Figure 1.1 below the reader will find an ideological structure diagram
(constructed with the help of my husband, Gary Huck), which I have designed to address
four main beliefs or principles as I move through this project: 1) Leader as Change
Agent, 2) my Practice, 3) my Methodology, and 4) intended Audience. Each one of these
ideas is composed of three walls, forming a triangle. The four sides or triangles put
together are placed on the foundation of my instincts as an artist. This ideological
structure fully assembled creates a pyramid, a three-dimensional space. The inside space
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is where this project resides. It is a space that is ethereal yet malleable where meaning
making takes place. I will be addressing this Ideological Structure again in Chapter III.

Figure 1.1. The Ideological Structure
Altered States
“Kurt Vonnegut taught me in his 1971 address to the National Institute of Arts
and Letters what most people only suspect: ‘Happiness is chemical.’ He added, ‘Before I
knew that, I used to investigate happiness by means of questions and answers’” (Pelias
2004, 29). These are the words of Ronald J. Pelias, a Vietnam veteran, teacher, and poet.
He continues from his book , A Methodology of the Heart: Evoking Academia and Daily
Life (2004), “I have learned the irony of ignorance. And I have taken that ignorance to
the places where I have taught—Blacksburg, Detroit, Carbondale—and watched it grow
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each time I entered a classroom, each time I read a book, each time I thought I had an
answer. Now, fully converted, I am ignorance’s preacher” (19).
This is what I wanted. I wanted to know that not knowing was okay. It feels like
we spend so much time as a culture trying to prove how informed we are, that we forget
to learn what we don’t understand. Comprehension has many varied and flowing levels
of interpretations. Therefore, deciphering cultures, communities, and experiences can be
a phenomenon within itself; however, this is how we make sense of ourselves and the
worlds we interact with, altering our states of knowing. As a performance artist, I choose
to create art so that I am able to say that which I otherwise cannot say. I turn again to
Pelias to help me to explain.
Pelias introduced book Writing Performance: Poeticizing the Researcher’s Body
(1999) by discussing methodology and his experience in graduate school.
I first remember hearing the phrase “performance is a way of knowing” in
graduate school. It was repeated so frequently and with such assurance
that its methodological status stood without question or suspicion. We just
knew it was true. We knew it in our bodies, from our daily work of
performance. We knew it as we talked with one another about our
performance experiences. We knew it personally when we discovered that
some performances would live with us, like old friends or enemies,
inscribing their images and spirits on our psyche. In other words, we
knew it as sensuous beings, somatically engaged in performative events.
Such knowledge resides in the ontological and is perhaps best expressed in
the poetic. This book is about that kind of knowing. (ix)
I will explore the nature of being through embodied performance writing around
the Firefly Tunnel Project. By interacting with artistic lighthouses like Ron Pelias,
Guillermo Gomez-Pena, Tami Spry, Peter Schumann, Nato Thompson, and Ellen
Dissanayake, to name just a few, I hope to keep myself from crashing into the rocks,
while allowing for deep sea exploration in altered states of perception. In other words, by
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using my senses as a guide for crossing through borders, I am hoping to deliver my
experience as poetic story.
In her book Homo Aestheticus, published in 1992, Ellen Dissanayake tells the
story of Glen Wooldridge,
who in 1917 was the first person to “ride” down Oregon’s tumultuous
Rouge River. He became a passionate life time runner of rivers thereafter,
saying that he felt like a salmon when it was time to spawn: he just had to
be on the river. In Wooldridge’s eighty-ninth year, two young river
runners named Rolli and Dave built a replica of Glen’s original boat in
order to take him for a last trip down the Rouge. They described how it
feels to be on a boat on the river: one is an essential part of the wilderness,
“not just passing through.” They could see Glen “feeling” the water with
his whole being: his body seemed to move with the river. When they
reached the ocean, he tasted the sea. (25)
Aesthetics, like emotions, are not turned on by thought. They are something we let
happen to us instead of thinking it through. As Dissanayake discusses in her various
books on the matter, it is a form of play or ritual, a moment to “taste the sea.” The Firefly
Tunnel were created with the hope that we, as a world, can taste the sea together. The
vessels in which we (the reader and myself) taste the sea, will be the project experienced
through auto-ethnography and thick description.
9/11
At the University of Pittsburgh, where I was one of the guinea pigs for the new
M.F.A. in Performance Pedagogy, there were many community gatherings around 9/11.
I went with a fellow New Yorker to one of these assemblies, together, in search of place.
There we heard from another professor who told the story of his child’s perspective on
the event. When the parent was late in picking up his son from an early dismissal at
school, the child angrily pleaded with his father, “The next time there is a terrorist attack,
make sure you pick me up on time!”
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Another friend of mine moved here from England to help take care of his wife’s
father, who was suffering from dementia. This homebound parent became a different
sort of casualty of 9/11. Those who were alive and pinned to the T.V. at the time can
remember how often the media showed the footage of the planes flying into the Twin
Towers. To my friend’s father-in-law, each time he saw the plane crash into the towers, it
was as if it happened for the first time. Disabled by dementia, the father spent most of his
time in the safety zone of his home. This weathered heart was not safe in front of the
television and could not take the new horrific news every five minutes. He died of a heart
attack that evening.
I was at a meeting the other night where someone was sharing about his lack of
experiencing 9/11. He described a recent family gathering. The conversation steered
toward “where we were when.” But this gentleman had nothing to share. This was not
because he wasn’t aware of 9/11. He was just unaware of where he was when he found
out about it. His impaired choices had left him with nothing, not even some
embarrassing crapulous behavior, just the aftermath of other people’s feelings. He
searched for clues about how to behave by observing the smoky TV screen from an
abiding bar stool.
altered states of experiencing
reinterpreted phenomena
undergoing a sea of change
September 11th, 2001
the day I was born
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The Quest (ion)
How does a four-year-old little girl, growing up in New York City, in a family of
artists and activists who fought to change the world during both the civil rights and the
peace movement, have a vocabulary with ethnic slurs like “Japs”? These slurs, postWorld War II, insults referred to the Japanese and “J.A.P.,” a Jewish American Princess?
When I ruminated on this question, three connectors kept highlighting my thoughts: war,
culture, and identity. War, although the most deadly influence also seemed the easiest to
assess, the breakup up into tribes, us versus them. Culture and Identity are harder to keep
up with in this ever-changing globalized techno-digital world. As Lisa Hochtritt
describes in one of the introductions to the 2012 book, Art and Social Justice Education:
Culture as Commons, this lightning-speed exchange of materials also allows for public
pedagogy and the opportunity for young people to try on, de-construct, and re-format
culture and identity.
Young people possess the power to create their own cultures and develop
their own futures, now like never before. Contributors in this section
address changing educations landscapes where students and artists are
uploading and sharing content, not just downloading it. There is promise
of more participation, collaboration, and communication in sustained and
varying ways, moving beyond the tradition school walls and allowing
students to be critical producers of their own culture. (Hochtritt, Ploof, &
Quinn 2012, 97)
The quest and the question for me becomes—how can I as a leader, empower and
inspire connections across platforms, languages, and borders that use technology and
human interaction to ignite creative dialogue? More importantly, do I have the right,
knowledge, and know-how to design, implement, and recruit others into my
responsibility?
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Presentation of Self
My practice as a social activist and change agent has been both a rudder and a
centerboard in my career, guiding and grounding my work. Because of this politically
driven work, I have been incredibly lucky enough to work on campaigns and projects all
over the world. These experiences of working across cultures are the impetus and driving
passion behind this project.
For over twenty years I have been working as a producer, director, designer,
curator, and performance artist. My work intersects performance studies, world theater
(specializing in mask and puppetry work), new media, and social practices. This work is
held together with a contemporary consciousness for a global society.
I am the Founder and Director of ArtUp, based in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, we
are a non-profit, border crossing space for artists and companies that are concerned with
exploring the contextual interrelationships of theater, visual arts, movement, media, and
sound. Our work and archives can be seen at www.artup.org. My role as the founder and
director of a non-profit arts organization has given me strong skills in grant writing,
programming, community outreach, and cross-disciplinary projects. All of these skills
were essential to the execution of The Firefly Tunnel Project.
My international and cultural experiences offer a unique palette to draw from. I
am a strong believer in devising art via community, be it local or global. As a professor, I
have been mentoring students for the past eleven years, working on projects across
departments and beyond the university walls. This has given me a broad platform of
collaborative and cross-cultural strategies, also necessary for the implementation of the
project.
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Collectively, these experiences as educator, director, curator, and producer are
what helped to position me well for this project. I also have a rich background in
docudrama, community-based theater, site-specific performance and installations—all
techniques on which I would draw from.
As a deviser of multidisciplinary works, I see art as a transformation process that
the artists and the viewer experience together. I am a practicing artist/scholar whose
aesthetics and personal interests are heavily driven by visual metaphor and symbolism,
addressing the human psyche, community, ethnography, and global issues.
Finally, since the inception of the project I held the unique position as the first
artist in residence at Carnegie Mellon University’s Center for the Arts in Society, which
“engages in collaborative projects, producing innovative scholarship and artistic work
that probes and transcends the boundary between the humanities and the arts”
(www.andrew.cmu/CAS/). While in residence, I completed the Firefly Tunnel research
and had access to people and benefits that only Carnegie Mellon and the Center for Arts
in Society could offer.
The Project
I named this undertaking the Firefly Tunnel Project. Although many unforeseen
events would affect this venture, the purpose of the project and this study still remains the
same. These are the five basic pillars:
1.

THE WORKSHOPS: To build a safe environment to explore our ideas on cultural

identity, creating a hybrid language of aesthetic communication.
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2.

THE LAB:

To construct a community network of Egyptian and U.S.

experimental artists who communicate and work together through a virtual performance
and installation art lab.
3.

THE PRACTICE:

The “tunnel” of communication is the website. The

commonality of the tunnel is that both sides have gone through an intensive performance
and installation art workshop with me. The artists, therefore, have a common language,
vocabulary, and experience that tie them together.
4.

VISION & GOAL:

the Firefly Tunnel Project stems from the belief that art and

metaphor can reach humanity on a deeper level than rhetoric, which is often
misinterpreted. The goal of the project is to build a language of peace through the actions
of art.
5.

THE HOPE: This study revolves around something I am going to refer to as

Firefly Insight, the process of exercising the phenomena of aesthetic meaning through
experienced metaphor rather than deduced modern day rhetoric.
The Genesis
In the summer of 2010, as the curator and director of ArtUp, I was awarded a
residency in Egypt to teach a workshop about installation and performance art. This was
the seed that grew into my auto-ethnographic Ph.D. research. I traveled with a
documentarian and kept extensive field notes during this process.
The group of artists became the foundation for the Firefly Tunnel Project, a
virtual and physical art exchange between the United States and Egypt. In March of
2011, I was invited to return to Egypt to teach a workshop at the Fayoum Art Center.
This time, I flew with a delegation of six Pittsburgh-based artists who I knew I wanted to
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work with. In May of 2011, I ran a third workshop to U.S. artists at the Bricolage
Theater in downtown Pittsburgh. These workshops in both Egypt and Pittsburgh created
a shared experience and vocabulary, a visual metaphor based language for the artists to
exchange with.
The Dialogue
I worked with the artists to exchange materials virtually through a web-based
platform. On the Firefly website each artist had their own room or studio space. Here is
where artists posted the type of work they do (i.e. dancer, sculptor, actor, designer, etc).
The site also held a LAB (not open to outside viewers). Here an artist from Egypt could
take a raw sound bite, image, piece of video, or an idea and upload it into the LAB. A
Pittsburgh artist could then take the idea/image/sound, manipulate it and place it back
into the LAB. From there, another artist (or the original one) could grab it, add to it, or
simply comment. This is how the back and forth dialogue/exchange took place virtually.
From the LAB, works and ideas were curated into the tangible space at the Mattress
Factory Museum of Contemporary Art.

Video 2. Firefly Tunnel Project Website Tour
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Gap in Research
One of the most unique aspects about this project is the unusual chain of events
that took place during the project’s life, which I will delve into more deeply in a moment;
however, it seems important to point out to the reader that these events as well at the
platform that the artists exchanged ideas on are interrelated.
The project was designed so that the artists could exchange ideas and work
virtually, with the awareness that the 10th anniversary of 9/11 was on the horizon and
that the final exhibit of curated works would be opening near that date. Currently, I am
unaware of any exchange project and exhibit that involved the same countries and
exchange process consisting of a workshop, a virtual exchange, and tangible installation.
As the project progressed idiosyncratic current events had a direct impact on the
artist and their work. Therefore, the original design of the project (workshop, virtual
exchange, tangible installation), placed together with the unique chain of events—the
execution of Bin Laden, the Arab Spring, the Egyptian revolution, and the Occupy
Movement—all fill a remarkably unusual gap in the literature, research, and in art. The
role that the Internet, with the virtual exchange of information played in the Arab Spring,
the Egyptian revolution, and the Occupy Movement, brought a consciousness to the
world that is reminiscent of the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960’s. The synchronicity
and fate that brought the artists, the times, and the platform together seemed wonderfully
destined.
The Documentation
I respectfully ask the reader to spend some time on the Firefly Tunnel Project
website (www.fireflytunnels.net). Here is an opportunity to view my curatorial/directorial
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efforts, plus the work of the artists involved. The NEWS page expounds on how the
program developed; the VISION page shows images of the different workshops in the
United States and Egypt; and the GALLERY displays the work of the artists as well as
images from the final exhibit. The HOME page shows a schedule of each month’s
events, including community workshops, curatorial tours, and a performance series.
Unique Chain of Events
The Unexpected
The context of the tunnel/exchange is an extremely important aspect of the work
and this study. The project began in the summer of 2010, before Arab Spring. The final
expose was mounted at the Mattress Factory Museum of Contemporary Art, an
installation and performance art museums in Pittsburgh (www.mattress.org). The exhibit
closed in February of 2012 (extended), running for 6 months. The installation included a
virtual gallery and exchange, a physical installation with a performance series, curatorial
tours, and community programming/outreach. During the life cycle of the project the
following world events took place:
1.

The 10th anniversary of 9/11

2.

Arab Spring and the Egyptian revolution

3.

The Occupy Wall Street movement

4.

The execution of Osama Bin Laden

5.

Presidential elections in both Egypt and the United States
This past year I was invited by the World Affairs Council to meet and hear Farah

Anwar Pandith speak on A New Movement: Engaging Muslim Communities at Home and
Around the World. Ms. Pandith is the first and only Special Representative to Muslim

16
Communities and reports directly to Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton. Ms. Pandith
explained how the Secretary of State asked her to focus specifically on Muslims under
thirty years of age. Instead of working from government to government, her instructions
are to direct her focus from people to people.
Pandith explained that if Facebook were a nation, it would be the third largest
nation in the world. These numbers are important because most Facebook users are under
thirty. Pandith recognizes the shift in communication and the role it played in the Arab
Spring, describing it as a “youth quake.” As we have recently seen in Russia, the youth
and their modes of technology continue to “quake” the old regime, from documenting to
performing to uploading, from scandalous elections to The Pussy Riots.
Ethical Considerations and Gathered Data
As mentioned earlier all the artists who were a part of the Firefly Tunnel Project
participated in a workshop with me. Each artist filled out two participation consent
forms, both of which described the project, my role in it, and the definition of autoethnography. The first form covered permission of using artists’ names and images in
my dissertation. The second form dealt with using the artists’ names and images on the
website, during the exchange process, and in the final exhibition. The project and the
forms were put before and approved by the Antioch University Institutional Review
Board. The forms were translated into Arabic and included contact information for the
chair of the review board and my dissertation chair.
Foreshadowing
Reflections in Time, Privilege, and Redemption
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Ronald Pelias teaches me another very hard to practice lesson in Writing
Performance: Poeticizing the Researcher’s Body (2004) with a description of
autobiographic ethnography. He begins the account by first asking the question, “How
can the performative in everyday discourse be described?” This is the question of a poet
and he answers it as a poet, with refined essence, “Rule 1: Make sure the self is at the
center of the report. Rule 2: Make sure the self is sufficiently in the background. Selfindulgence is not permitted. Being boring is even worse” (3).
Later, Pelias (2004) continues, but a different chapter, he explains that, “Our
stories narrate our lives” (33). This may seem quite obvious to some, but choosing the
right story to tell when, while also answering the overarching “WHY?” is not always an
easy task. As my firefly collaborators will attest to, I am constantly asking how we can
say complex things in a simple way? Therefore, I try to tell this story without being
epicurean. I will delve into it chronologically with the freedom of time traveling tales. I
will investigate my honesty and my place of privilege. I will search for redemption by
learning not to be ashamed of my heritage, my past, hopefully growing new cultures for
bread breaking.
A Four-Dimensional Diorama
I have chosen to tell this story as an auto-ethnography in performance writing. As
there are many different hats and fractured lenses that I wear and gaze through, and
because this project took place over a year and half, with much political and civic action
along the way, it seemed right to include those in my work. The honest and reflective
reporting of auto-ethnography seemed like a clean fit. This is an arts-based research
project/performance ethnography grounded in the field of performance. Just as Henry
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Giroux and Norman Denzin call for revolutionary actions, there is a revolution of
performative writing brewing in academia. Here is an excerpt from Tami Spry’s 2001
article in Qualitative Inquiry, “Performing Autoethnography: An Embodied
Methodological Praxis,”
There is danger here in this world,
The Academy,
And in spite of myself,
my shadow selves
can still be seduced
by its empty opulence,
even when it feels like
an unkind,
disembodied,
scriptocentric,
consumer
of knowledge.
bell hooks might call this “eating the Other,”
consuming ourselves
with monologues about what should be endorsed,
authenticated,
and marked
as scholarship. (707-708)

technocratic

With an invitation from my chair “to be a part of the revolution”: and since the project
took place during a revolution, it struck me as the most appropriate style to stew on and
in. There is no hypothesis. There is no premise or statement. There is only description,
and in the end, my interpretations of the experiences and events. There is much to say on
the bridges between cultures. Art can tell the tales, in comprehensive and profound
expressions that represent soulful elements. We need these. We need the arts. We need
to communicate and the arts are an instrument for that communication, an instrument to
benefit society.
The following chapters will seek to create a four-dimensional diorama to give the
reader a view with depth, varied perspectives, and a sense of time-based change, allowing
the reader to have his or her own interpretation. This dissertation is slightly
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unconventional due to the fact that I have already collected all of my data. I thus have a
concrete vision for and have sketched out all six chapters of the future work.
In Chapter I, I introduce the reader to the project and describe how it was executed. I
explain the purpose of the study, my research approaches to experiences and events, and
why this unique moment in time, in which the project took place, will add to the
literature. The purpose of my study will unfold as a story told to an audience with
listening hearts and minds.
In Chapter II, I act as conduit, placing this work in the context of other autoethnographic works, both in and out of the arts. I will also cover cultural exchange and
border crossing projects, intertwining arts as social practice and political works.
Continuing in the performative writing theme, I will visit the works of historians,
anthropologists, linguists, philosophers and poets, building a web of connectivity.
In Chapter III, I present myself and my process as performative writing,
introducing the reader to performative writing, performance ethnography, and autoethnography and clarifying why I believe it is the best method for this project. This will
help the reader to understand how I came to this place in my work and why I hope this
type of practice can bring authentic change.
In Chapter IV, I will continue the performative writing, but go deeper into my
findings as an arts-based researcher. Through story, I will build this handiwork from field
notes, e-mails, images, and insights with the goal of creating a type of “how-to guide”
that is both inspiring as well as educational. Although this is my doctoral work, my goal
is for the labor to take flight away from the ivory towers of academia and out into the
streets, alleys, fields, and farms of artistic cultivation.
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I will bring up problems, frustrations, achievements, and underachievements,
pointing out where the work could be taken further and where it might expand in
different directions. Here I will present some quantitative data regarding participants and
the website. I will offer interactive links to supporting materials.
Chapter V will continue the discussion on the possibilities and limitations of the
project by revisiting some of the theories and ideas in Chapter II. Here, I will present
future prototypes and possible questions to help guide those ventures.
Chapter VI will be a reflective look at my role in the project as a practitioner of
leadership and change. I will assess what I learned through the growing pain process of
transforming from “artist” to “scholar,” ending with a reinterpretation of both.
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Chapter II: Art as Action
Why Firefly?
In Chapter I I introduced the reader to the inspiration behind the “firefly tunnels”
name. In Chapter II, I will flesh out some of the concepts I have been working on and
introduce the people I have met along this journey. Some of the meetings have been
metaphorical and some have been palpable with a close level of insight sharing. I begin
with my own beliefs.
As an artist, educator, curator, and director, I aim to transport aspects of the world
I am engaged with to create a common catharsis. Much of my research is about artistic
vision, or rather artistic language. My instincts as an artist are just those…instincts. I
depend on this ancient part of me to guide me through the artistic process. It is the part of
me that I cannot name or see to pin down and dissect. I have attempted to capture this
flickering of thoughts and impulses by giving a name to this inner language that I believe
humanity shares: “Firefly Insight.”
Every time I teach an introductory course in theater, I always ask the class the
same question: “Who knows what the first theater was?” Coming from a variety of
football players, garage band members, future chemists, artists, and prom queens,
surprisingly the answer is almost always the same. People start suggesting Shakespeare,
Greek tragedies, or if I am lucky, I might get a proposal having to do with religion and
ritual. I always hope for this comment, as it is a nice transition to the next step—taking
the class back to our days as cave dwellers, painters, sound makers, and storytellers.
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“So how do you think we survived before there was language? How were we
able to communicate to our fellow dwellers about danger? How did we report about food
or shelter or give a quick weather report?” I delve a little deeper questioning, “What did
they think weather was anyway?!”
This is when movement, drawing, dance, sound, and ritual behaviors begin to be
described as methods of communication, a way to transfer knowledge and gratitude
before the development of spoken language. This is when I get excited and hopefully so
does the class.
In formulating the concept of Firefly Insight, I envisioned the phenomenon as
something that is accessed by all humans, consisting of that which drives our passion and
is fueled by aesthetics. These un-thoughts through aesthetic insights are what help us to
evolve on a different level of communication, a communication through metaphor,
derived from Greek, meaning “to transport.”
In the controversial 2007 article by Hans Hansen, Arjo Ropo, and Erika Sauer,
“Aesthetic Leadership,” the group is very critical of current leadership studies. .As my
friend and adviser Carolyn Kenny points out, they denounce the state of leadership
studies and its understanding of what leadership is about but quote the very same authors
when backing up their own arguments about the nature of leadership. For the purposes of
this project, however, I find their definition of aesthetics useful.
We should start by saying that aesthetics is not synonymous with art or
beauty…By aesthetics, we refer to sensory knowledge and felt meaning of
objects and experiences. Reason and logic have often been contrasted
with emotions and feeling, but what they both have in common is that they
are a source of knowledge and generate meanings we rely and act on.
Aesthetics involves meanings we construct based on feelings about what
we are experiencing via our senses, as opposed to the meanings we can

23
deduce in the absence of experience, such as mathematics or other realist
ways of knowing. (545)
This emphasis on experience is what supported my ideas on the workshop
portion of the Firefly Tunnel Project. We all experience things differently, from
varied altered states as I expressed in Chapter I with the three 9/11 stories;
however, even if our experiences are different, we still find comfort and
confirmation in sharing them. These experiences can be an event like 9/11,
“where were you when…,” or they can be a high school reunion, a movie, a book,
or even a person connection, playing the “name dropping” game. This aesthetic
seeking of connection can be systematized, however, I am more interested in the
practice of this behavior, structuring it as a way of knowing and meaning making
as opposed to cataloging it. I want to “transport” knowledge. Hansen et al.
(2007) continue to discuss this aesthetic knowledge.
Knowledge at the tacit level is often described as deeply ingrained,
inexpressible know-how that resists clear, logical explication. For our
purposes, the embodied, tacit knowing corresponds roughly to
sensory/aesthetic knowing, particularly as opposed to explicit
knowing…Aesthetic knowledge is similarly drawn from experience,
guides action, and is difficult to codify. But distinct from tacit knowledge,
the focus of aesthetic knowledge is skewed toward knowledge drawn from
more aesthetic experiences or knowledge used to construct, represent, and
interpret the felt meanings and sensory experiences related to
organizational life…When we associate aesthetics with art, it is probably
because art communicates in paralogical ways, giving meaning through
expressions other than the logical, such as emotional. Because of its
representational form and its experiential nature, art involves our
aesthetics senses and generates a different type of knowledge…Our focus
is on that felt meaning and the implications it has for leadership studies, as
opposed to rational, instrumental, intellectual or logical meanings…Once
we recognize that aesthetic meaning is all around us in everyday life, and
we rely on aesthetic meaning to guide our behaviors, thoughts, and actions
just as much as we rely on rational, logical, instrumental reasoning, then
we must also recognize that aesthetic meanings are just as pervasive in our
work settings as they are in everyday life. (546)
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In the workshops I have tried to capture the above three-pronged approach, the
“embodied” knowing, the “paralogical” or “felt” meaning via art, and, lastly, the
“aesthetic meaning to guide” ourselves. If we can think of aesthetics like firefly lights,
ideas of connection, the workshops then acts as a common connector, contributing to the
creation of practitioners of aesthetics who are using it as an interface of communication.
Connecting
For you to look back to the time before your birth is to look upon an abyss in
which you are utterly absent, nowhere programmed, nowhere preexisting potency.
Beneath you, behind you, there is nothing that forecasts you, demanded you,
required you. Behind you, you feel this void. You were born and appear in the
world as a will-o’-the-wisp hovering above its interconnections and gearings.
Before the solid determinisms of the world about you, you cannot shake loose a
sense of inner insubstantiality. You feel yourself drifting and bouncing over the
interconnections and gearings of the world. You are a precarious power without a
past, come out of the void, existing in defiance of this void. There is something
ineradicably heroic about your existence. You are seduced by this heroism, born
by chance from the void. That is why something understands, something
quickens in you, whenever you hear of a heroic act. (Lingis 2000, 103-104)
The above quote comes from phenomenologist, philosopher, reflective
practitioner, and poet Alphonso Lingis. He is opening up the chapter “Innocence,” of his
book Dangerous Emotions (2000). In his 2004 article in the Baltimore City Paper
entitled “Mortal Thoughts: Philosopher Alphonso Lingis Brings the Real World to the
Ivory Tower,” Stephen Janis writes, “Wearing black pants and a turtleneck, his face
covered with white grease paint, Alphonso Lingis, a professor of philosophy at Penn
State University, paced up and down the aisle of Smith Hall at Towson
University…Lingis, a spectral presence, posed as an otherworldly griot, his voice phasing
in and out of sync with peppery Brazilian music that boomed from a pair of formidable
speakers. Silhouettes of dancers moved behind an opaque screen, writhing with a
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shadowed eroticism, as Lingis read a page, then tossed it in air” (para. 3). I have yet to
see him perform but after reading this, it is on my list. From absorbing his work, I can
certainly imagine it, just as I imagine Calder, my youngest of twin sons when I read the
passage above.
Calder is Calder by chance. He wasn’t so sure he was going to join us in
this world. Because of my age and my pregnancy, technology can tell these
things. According to my nurse at The Center for Fertility and Reproductive
Endocrinology, Calder didn’t burrow into my uterus until a week after Max, his
twin brother. They can tell by the size of growth from week to week. Amazingly
he was floating around my uterus for a week, trying to figure out what to do.
Although the opening and the chapter is devoted to all of us, our unworldliness
and our possibilities, I can’t help but image Calder. “You feel yourself drifting
and bouncing over the interconnections and gearings of the world. You are a
precarious power without a past, come out of the void, existing in defiance of this
void. There is something ineradicably heroic about your existence. You are
seduced by this heroism, born by chance from the void” (Lingis 2000, 104). I also
love this idea of being “seduced by heroism” before you are even born. In a
moment I will discuss why we have no choice but to be our own hero, no choice
but to be our own perspective—even if we chemically alter our states, we are still
bound by our own bodies; however, this quest to connect, and to connect before
we are even connected, seems very relevant to human nature.

26
Why Art? The Art of Relation
This question, a rich soil to breed ideas, has many worms and nutritious
composting elements constantly dumped into it. Similarly, the fields of study
related to the questions explored here are as vast as our earth, crossing through
overgrown stonewall barriers, formal and informal. In this review of literature, I
have tried to set up patches of ground, or rows of ideas to hone the research in on.
The charted areas are also my headings as follows: 1) Why Art, 2) Ritual and
Metaphor, 3) Multi-tribal, 4) Social Practice, 5) Crossing over to Connect. These
various plots, which hold a wide spectrum of thinkers from various fields, are
designed to help both myself and the reader map out new areas to grow fresh
alternative insights and questions in an effort to find a way to contribute and
cultivate new ground.
In Mark Johnson and George Lakoff’s 1980 classic, Metaphors We Live By, they
explain the “Container Metaphor,” expressing how we are “physical beings, bounded and
set off from the rest of the world by the surface of our skins, and we experience the rest
of the world as outside to us. Each of us is a container, with a bounding surface and an
in-out orientation” (29). This in-out orientation they continue to elaborate on gives us
reference to such sayings as in the woods or out of the woods. The woods are often
thought of as representing the subconscious or uncertainty or change. It certainly is
representative of the wild and the wild is really anything we cannot control. Therefore,
we move through the wild in our containers, sort of bubble bumper cars from which we
view our own reality.
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Just as I take my Introduction to Theater students back in time via our imagination
and role-playing, Ellen Dissanayake does this via her book What Is Art For? Here she
also takes an interdisciplinary look at where art comes from and how it develops. In
Chapter Four, Ellen Dissanayake discusses her thoughts on “art as behavior” or, as the
chapter is titled, “Making Special”: Toward a Behavior of Art. In this chapter
Dissanayake proposes that art is a human behavior just as common as speech or the
making of tools.
My own notion of art as behavior…rests on the recognition of a
fundamental behavioral tendency that I claim lies behind the arts in all
their diverse and dissimilar manifestations from their remotest beginnings
to the present day. It can result in artifacts and activities in people without
“expressed aesthetic” motivations as well as the most highly selfconscious creations of contemporary art. I call this tendency making
special and claim that it is as distinguishing and universal as humankind as
speech or the skillful manufacture and use of tools. (92)
As I am a fairly new mother of two boys, I am charged with participating in
raising the next generation. Therefore, I cannot help but think of how to use these
“distinguishing and universal” tendencies toward a better understanding of humanity. I
grow increasingly concerned as the recession keeps receding and the arts keep getting cut
from our schools. I cannot understand why the arts, such an ancient, layered, and
multifaceted way to communicate, a common language among humanity, are the first
thing to be severed from the budget. This is especially troubling given the fact that it can
be argued that the arts, our first language of communication, help us to understand one
another in this era of globalization.
As a professor and human behaviorist Ellen Dissanayake has some very
provocative and inspiring ideas on how arts and humanity intersect, and how xenophobia
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arises out of a sense of belonging. In her latest book Art and Intimacy (2000), she
addresses our social needs from infancy.
Humans are not biologically prepared for being unloved and
unwanted…As it feels good to love and be loved in mutuality by another,
it feels good to feel valued by and validated in a group. Just as important,
not having these things feels bad, or worse than bad: incomplete…In
humans, the rhythms and modes that characterize mother-infant
interaction also seem to have provided raw materials that have been used
for building relationships outside the parental association, which in their
turn- help individuals to identify a social group. This sense of belonging
then makes it possible for the group member to acquire a sense of meaning
and competence for his or her life. (51-52)
In Art and Intimacy, Dissanayake introduces us to the concepts of rhythms and
modes that begin at the beginning in the communication between mother and child.
These exchanges not only communicate sentimental and responsive information but also
“allow for emotional state-sharing, or attunement” (15). This “attunement”, this
nonverbal emotional state-sharing that we begin right away, is something that I want to
explore more through international cultural art exchange.
Dissanayake proposes that these rhythms and modes are what art has evolved out
of. Just as all humans communicated with their mother or caregiver through a patterned
language of signs and signals, she proposes that societies have emerged the same way
developing various forms of dance, music, performance, and tangible visual
representation. Dissanayake (2000) explains her theory on the biological adaptation that
progressed into cultural meaning as our brain developed into a “making-sense organ.”
In the infancy of the human species, as in the lives of other animals, what
was meaningful was what “felt right”—a full stomach, a safe environment,
nearness of familiar others, or ways to acquire these. Again, these
meanings were not created so much as biologically endowed- naturally
recognized and sought…Over a millennia of human evolution, the mind
increasingly became a “making-sense organ”: interrelated powers of
memory, foresight, and imagination gradually developed and allowed
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humans to stabilize and confine the stream of life by making connections
between past, present, and future, or among experiences and observations.
Rather than taking the world on its own terms of significance and value
(the basic survival needs, sought and recognized by instinct), people came
more and more to systemize or order it and act upon it. Eventually this
powerful and deep-rooted desire to make sense of the world became part
of what it meant to be human—to impose sense or order and thereby give
the world additional (what we now call “cultural”) meaning. (73)
In Art and Intimacy, Dissanayake prefaces these “making meaning” ideas with her
concepts of belonging. As she points out, leading back to her rhythm and modes theory,
when a society shares the assembly and the experiences of a celebration, it unifies the
group, “elements such as synchronizing, turn-taking, imitating or matching, and
sequentially patterning movements and vocalizations are also the stuff of ceremonial
ritual—a universal and age-old practice” (60). However, a similar bond can be applied to
a negative experience, including war and catastrophe. This bond does not grow out of
rhythm and mode but out of this survival of an experience, a bond that binds individuals
on a level that goes beyond living next door to one another. Survivors of disasters, war,
disease, addiction, trauma, etc., all share a bond. Is this the bond of the old German
empathy, or Einfuhlung—or is this the empathy of psychoanalysis bonding? This is not
the same bond that church members or cast members share. Somehow it is much
deeper—for without even meeting, these people already have a connection, a sense of
belonging. For example, as an addict, I know that I can go anywhere in the world, find
an Alcohol Anonymous meeting, ask for help from complete strangers and know that I
will receive it with open hearts and extended homes. Can we create an art that has that
same power? Or does this desire to belong prevent us from belonging? Dissanayake
(2000) points out how xenophobia belongs to us as much as belonging does.
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In many small-scale societies, the group calls itself by its word for
“human” or “people” and seldom uses the same word to refer to people of
other groups…racism, too, grows from the need to belong, for belonging
means that others belong elsewhere…Although humans are certainly born
with the potential to be xenophobic and racist, we are not thereby destined
to be unregenerately selfish or even fundamentally self-centered…we are
not fated by our biological heritage to be either paragons or villains…But
none of us escapes being influenced—blessed and cursed—by these
earliest emotional predispositions for mutuality and its natural extension,
belonging. (68-71)
Perhaps this explains why young children in a playground don’t see race but rather
another child to play with. My hope is that through art, humanity can tap back into that
ability, and see one another as humans to play and share with, and that we will not need
some other extra-terrestrial being to be the “other” in order to make that happen.
In Homo Aestheticus (actually in all her books), Dissanayake references one of
my favorite writers and thinkers, Victor Turner. She discusses Turner’s concept of
liminality (the state of being in-between), communitas (a heightened emotional state),
and flow (acting with a whole with no sense of self). These are concepts I use in my own
artistic research. Dissanayake uses them to discuss transition, transformation, and
transcendence, “The capacity for self-transformation, felt as merging or selftranscendence, though manifested in diverse ways, seems to be a universal element in the
human behavioral repertoire…when one is not self-consciously or objectively aware of
what one is doing, yet does it with effortless ‘rightness.’ Although one may be very
aware of body or mind there is a felt loss of ego…the individual experiences a sense of
blending, of dissolving the boundaries between ‘I’ and ‘other’” (70).
It is important for me to state here that I believe everybody is an artist. Whether
one is curating their iTunes playlist, creating a living installation in their dining room, or
designing their outfit for the day, we are all artists who tell stories and act in them.
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Whereas Dissanayake does not possess a Ph.D., I hold her words just as important as
Victor Turner or Alexander Calder, or Calder Huck, my two-year son old who is named
after the kinetic sculptor. Consequently, transition, transformation, and transcendence are
things that we all have the privilege of participating in; however, these experiences are
not always easy or comfortable. Such is the nature of change.
In volume three of a wonderfully assembled Arts-informed Inquiry Series called
The Art of Visual Inquiry (2007), Adrienne Chambon discusses a class she taught at the
University of Toronto in 2001 through her chapter Transported Knowledge. Chambon’s
interests and research has recently shifted from her work with immigrants and refugees to
transitional social work. She explains that in a course she taught entitled “Intersecting
Narratives: Self, Institutions and Culture”, she had a trans-disciplinary encounter via offcampus assignments and chance interactions with society.
For most of us, treading outside the well-defined zone of knowledge
implies that we are losing our bearing. I experimented with approaching
spaces of art and sensing what my students and I could bear to see and
know in other spaces…While planning for the course, I found out that an
exhibit was about to open entitled, Trans/Planting: Contemporary Art by
Women from/in Iran…The theme of the exhibit struck me as immediately
relevant for a course on narrative, subjectivity and sociopolitical
conditions….When one enters a disciplinary field, what is there to notice?
What are we to focus on? At the outset, what was to be seen was not
obvious. We did not have the keys to decipher the terms of engagement.
Among the objects and props in the room, it was difficult to tell which was
“a work of art” and which was not. Reporting in the class the following
week, several students spoke of their feelings of discomfort and
disorientation. One student spoke movingly, haltingly, of feeling unable
to connect this new experience to her familiar self. This was the first time
she had been to such an exhibit. She described a painful, “disembodied
experience.” (238-241)
When I read these words of reflection, they were not new to me. As a curator of
installation art and as a designer and director of “avant garde” performance, these
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comments were familiar. People often complain/confess to me that they do not feel
comfortable in postmodern exhibition experiences, that they do not “get it.” As an artist
practitioner I believe everyone should “get it” or at least “get into it.” Exposure and not
worrying too much about getting “what it means” is the best cure for this disease of fear;
however, I should try my own medicine. I, who am an artist practitioner, crossing over
into academia, could very much relate to the not having the “keys to decipher the terms
of engagement” comment. Sometimes I find myself reading pages of information and
realizing I have absorbed none of it. Or I may have to read it two or three times to
decipher what exactly the author is trying to say.
I was most struck and concerned about the last line of the quote, the one that
describes the student’s “painful disembodied experience.” I was not sure if it was the
Iranian community that was giving her a disembodied experience or the artwork. Either
way, something was happening psychologically to the student and my hope is she took
the experience as a flag to research and address her powerful response.
Adrienne Chambon’s other students, who also had experienced a “disoriented”
feeling when entering the gallery, encouraged me. These students took a proactive
measure and went back to the entrance of the gallery where they found a catalog that
helped map out and make sense of the works they visited, a guide as they re-entered the
space (Chambon 2007, 241).
As the gallery and the people in it become more thickly described by Chambon
(2007), it is revealed that, what could be making the students, who mainly consist of
social workers used to working/interacting with refugee and immigrant populations, feel
“disoriented” or “disembodied” is that this artistic Iranian community does not fit their
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stereotypes of what a refugee is. Neither does it fit their idea of what they, a social
worker, might do to help the refugee population. These considerations are tastefully
elaborated in these lines.
One of our Iranian students stood by with her husband, her son, and
several acquaintances. She was dressed very differently from the way
students dress at school. She appeared highly urban and elegant, with
something of a New York (or maybe it was a Teheran) style. At that
moment, I became aware that the identities of the “knowers” and of the
“outsiders” were being reversed. We switched places between knowers
and uncertain gatherers. (241-242)
When I ask myself, WHY ART? This story reminds me of the ways art can help
us cross relationship borders. Art can reframe the way we look at each other and
ourselves. Art gives us permission to take a chance. It encourages us to fall down and
talk about the view from that perspective.
The ground breaking Polish teacher, theorist and director Jerzy Grotowski used
this technique. It was a part of his “artistic ethic” in regard to his work with the
experimental theatre movement—specifically his development of the “theatre laboratory”
and the “living theatre” techniques. Partially documented in his book Towards a Poor
Theatre (2002), there is a rare interview between Richard Schechner, other New York
University students, and Jerzy Grotowski from 1967. In the interview Richard Schechner
asks Jerzy Grotowski about his “artistic ethic” and what it means to live an artistic life.
Here Jerzy Grotowski explains to Richard Schechner that he has moved away from the
word “ethic” to encourage risk taking and revelation. Jerzy Grotowski discusses the
importance of failure and how it leads to self-knowledge, and how self-knowledge is part
of our duty as an artist.
People who talk about ethics usually want to impose a certain kind of
hypocrisy on others, a system of gestures and behaviors that serves as an
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ethic. Jesus Christ suggested ethical duties, but despite the fact that he had
miracle at his disposal, he did not succeed in improving mankind. Then
why renew this effort?
Perhaps we should ask ourselves only which actions get in the way
of artistic creativity?...We cannot hide our personal, essential things—
even if they are sins…Another thing which is part of the creative ethic is
taking risks. In order to create one must, each time take all the risk of
failure…The first time we take a route there is a penetration into the
unknown, a solemn process of searching, studying, and confronting which
evokes a special “radiation” resulting from contradiction. This
contradiction consists of mastering the unknown—which is nothing other
than the lack of self-knowledge. (243-244)
Here Grotowski slips on this censorship of the word “ethic,” however, he also
prefaces the above quote by explaining (?) that although he has tried not to use the word
while in residency at New York University, he also recognizes that what he teaches has
an “ethical attitude” (243).
The next line of questioning I can’t help but ask myself is: Do artists need to have
the same ethical attitude? If art is a way to relate to one another and discover selfknowledge, must we also cross “ethical attitude” boarders? Is our attitude, perspective, ,
or position from which we view the world, the compass we must lose in order to find
ourselves? In other words, can we keep our moral “senses” in tact while still exploring
social and behavioral ethics? And where does our “ethical attitude” come from anyway?
Is there a moral compass inside each of us when we are born? Or is this something we
need to be taught, just like those cave paintings depicting a hunt or the construction of
shelters worshiping the weather gods? What role does religion and mythology play in
this? Are ethics and attitude something that we can turn into art or can art be turned into
ethics and attitude? How do we translate, digest, re-shape and misinterpret them?
In Joseph Campbell’s collected works called Thou Art That: Transforming
Religious Metaphor, put together by Eugene Kennedy and the Joseph Campbell
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Foundation, the reader gets a unique insight into the confusion between meticulous
straightforward readings and metaphorical interpretations of religious stories. Campbell’s
rich and unique knowledge of world mythology gives us a global yet symbolic read on
institutionalized religion. In a 1979 interview for New York Times Magazine and also
included in the book, Eugene Kennedy, the editor of Thou Art That got to interview
Joseph Campbell for an Easter edition. This is an excerpt from the book published in the
article “Earthrise—The Dawning of a New Spiritual Awareness.”
CAMPBELL: Religious traditions translate mythological signs from the
human imaginations and speak back to the psyche. Historical events are
given spiritual meaning by interpreted mythology, for instance with virgin
births, resurrections, and miraculous passages of the Red Sea. When you
translate the Bible with excessive literalism, you demythologize it. The
possibility of a convincing reference to the individual’s own spiritual
experience is lost.
KENNEDY: How would you define mythology?
CAMPBELL: My favorite definition of mythology: other people’s
religion. My favorite definition of religion: misunderstanding mythology.
The misunderstanding consists in the reading of the spiritual mythological
symbols as though they were primarily references to historical events.
Localized provincial readings separate the various religious communities.
Remythologization—recapturing the mythological meaning—reveals a
common spirituality of mankind. (111)
If we as artists can flush out and remythologicalize a common spiritual language,
based on symbols, can we not only change the future—but also change the way we look
at the past? What role does metaphor and symbolism play in our religious and spiritual
choices? Is ritual, in its symbolic gestures, participatory in the “mythology of other
people’s religion” or in the “religion of misunderstanding mythology”? I now look into
some works on symbolism and metaphor to help demystify these questions.
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Ritual and Metaphor: Human Habit?
When I think of ritual and metaphor, I tend think of anthropological reports of
transcending with Peruvian animal gods. Of course I am aware of my own dull and
mundane rituals of each day, but those seem much less romantic and transformative.
Although we humans love to separate ourselves from nature, we often forget that we are
participants in it, even if our ritualistic habits are not taking place outside of our shelters
and in the “wild.” I am sure a Peruvian Shaman could find my behavior quite fascinating
and probably have great pity for me as he observes my addictive paths to the coffee pot in
the kitchen, choking on my invisible chain leading back to the computer, obsessively
checking my e-mail and the internet, like some crazed human rat, squirreling away
information and messages. To whatever degree my mind might obsess, I do try to give
my body a decent dose of its desire to be with its own kind. This is when I venture
outside for some physical activity. Here, I participate in more strange behavior. I put on
my headphones, creating my own life soundtrack, screaming too loudly “on your left” as
I pass by others who can’t hear me because they too are animating their lives but with
different music. Yet none of us can compete against the cars. The cars that represent
packs and blare their themed music for every neighborhood they drive through. My
insular headphones cannot compete against this dominant behavior. I jump over the
garbage, the abandoned dog poop, and cracks in the sidewalk, always trying to have my
mother’s back.
This everyday ritual of mine is suggestive of Mark Johnson and George Lakoff’s
“Container Metaphor,” and the in the woods or out of the woods idea. But what if we are
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living in a society where the woods are only in our head? Are rituals a way to break that
habit? Above I have been discussing my personal rituals. What happens when we
perform rituals together?
Peter Schumann, the founder and director of Bread and Puppet Theater, would
argue that rituals are based simply on habits. In a 2009 interview I did with him, while
living and working with the theater, I inquired as to how he uses ritual and metaphor as a
language in his performances. He explained that, similar to the Shaman who is
transcending this natural world in search of some sort of medicinal cure, culturally we
build rituals by simply building patterned customs that have a served purpose.
I want to distance myself from that second word, ritual. Because I think it
is a deep misunderstanding in modern theatre people to think that ritual is
something you use or make. That is exactly not the nature of ritual. The
nature of ritual is that it comes from habits that have accumulatively
become something rhythmical. Then eventually they achieve that quality
we call ritual. It is not something that you make, imitate, use. Those are
the wrong concepts regarding the term ritual. (Peter Schumann, interview
with the author, 2009)
As an artist, I spent a summer with the theater because I was interested in learning
about the role of passion, metaphors, rites and regulations in the rituals of the Bread and
Puppet community and their performances. I was interested in looking to see if it was the
community/company rituals and philosophies that helped to keep this almost 50-year-old
company alive and thriving.
I was also hoping to provide a background for the political choices that Bread and
Puppet had made throughout the company’s life, looking at how and why politics play a
role in the theater, and reflecting on the ways in which the troupe communicates to the
world as a whole. Bread and Puppet Theater tours internationally and nationally each
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year. I wanted to learn how and if the responses to the work change and if the
performances change as the company moves from different cultures and languages?
When the Bread and Puppet is not traveling, the landscape of the farm, where the
theater is located, plays a major role in Schumann’s work, luring the audience “into the
woods” and into, at least for me, a ritualistic reflection.
Mark Johnson and George Lakoff move from the “container metaphor” to discuss
how humans are constantly performing rituals, patterns of our everyday life. They explain
how we create actions to shape our day, just as I had shared my coffee and running
habits, while others grow rituals and patterns through a more subconscious outlet.
Each ritual is a repeated, coherently structured, and unified aspect of our
experience. In performing them, we give structure and significance to our
activities, minimizing chaos and disparity in our actions. In our terms, a
ritual is one of experimental gestalt. It is a coherent sequence of actions,
structured in terms of the natural dimensions of our experience. (223-224)
These concepts of accumulative rhythmical habits (Schumann) and a sequence of
structured actions in a natural experienced dimension (Johnson and Lakoff) lead me to
John Bell and his writing on the pageantry of Bread and Puppet Theater.
In 1997, John Bell and Ronald Simon, who had been documenting the circus
since 1980, put together a great collection of processes and images called Landscape and
Desire: Bread and Puppet Pageants in the 1990s. Here John Bell gives us some
historical context to the concept of pageantry.
Historically, every culture in the world has defined itself and its people in
public, participatory spectacles. These are usually seasonal events taking
place annually at a certain point in the year’s cycle: Ramlila in India,
Corpus Christi Day in medieval Europe, Muharram in Muslim countries,
and many Yorba festivals in Nigeria. In the western European tradition,
celebrations as old as the Festival of Dionysus in Athens presented puppet
and mask spectacles as community performance. These persisted through
Christianity in the festive dramas of the Middle Ages, and to the present
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day in the always latently pagan Carnival. But they were considered
outside the strict bonds of high-culture “theatre” and “drama” which were
crated during and after the Renaissance. (6)
John Bell goes on to explain the pageantry movement in North America and the United
States. I immediately think of our “rhythmical habits” (Schumann) like Fourth of July
parades. Here I must differentiate between parade and pageant. A pageant tells a story,
whereas a parade celebrates something. They both include spectacle, and as John Bell
explains, Peter Schumann aims to create “a language, a mythology that is to everybody’s
understanding” (11). Bell goes on to explain the traditional structure of the Domestic
Resurrection Circus into three parts through Schumann’s words: 1) “the creation-piece,”
2) “representation of the world” or “the historical personality,” 3) “a resurrection-piece.”
He continues to describe that although this formula seems simple and the art form in
which it is executed can appear almost primitive in nature, with symbolic imagery, it has
the characteristic of “resisting explanation by simple metaphor.” Bell tries to further
elaborate his past experience with the Bread and Puppet pageants by clarifying how they
contained “evocative and unlabeled images and their complex interactions were to be
experienced more than reduced to logic” (11).
So if one is trying to tell a story, does it need to have logic? Can metaphor be a
form of logic that is experienced? If there is a collective unconsciousness that is unified
in a social history, can they collectively share the memory or story or mythology in an
illogical way?
In Zoltan Kovecses’ 2005 book Metaphor in Culture: Universality and Variation,
he discusses the role of history and memory in regard to metaphor in Chapter Ten,
“Causes of Variation in Metaphor.” Here he explains the important role of “differential
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experience and differential cognitive preference or style,” elaborating that our
experiences as human beings in various cultures are different, just as our “cognitive
preferences and styles we put to use for the creation of abstracts thought also vary” (231).
This brings me back to John Bell, Peter Schumman, Mark Johnson, George
Lakoff, and the importance of the experienced ritual in the landscape. Bell questions the
abstract thought.
What complicates this question is the importance of landscape. We have
already seen that Schumann believes that a central element to the Pageants
is the way they urge their audiences to simply recognize nature. This does
not depend on the audience following a particular plot “about” something,
but on experiencing the landscape, on “sitting there together, without
understanding” in order to come to “some sort of agreement about the
greater grandeur” of that landscape. This grandeur, which exists “outside,
above the puppet existence,” is, Schumann says, in fact “the main
purpose” of the Pageants. (19)
Can we change the memory of our collective unconsciousness by “sitting together
without understanding”? Or maybe the deeper question is, what is the difference between
understanding and rationalizing the “greater grandeur”?
Below is an image of a Bread and Puppet audience being led through a field of
images, following from one station to the next. Having been both a returning audience
member and a performer with the group, I can attest that the audience and the performers
sit together without understanding. But they sit together. Sometimes laughing,
sometimes silent, sometimes making “hhhmmm” noises, but they are sitting together in
contemplation. And they return to do so.
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Figure 2.1. Singing Grass God in the field with Bread and Puppet audience.
Photo by Tavia La Follette.
In Chapter Ten, Zoltan Kovecses continues with another section on “Differential
Memory.” Here he begins to talk about memory and social history, pointing out how
Hungarians speak in different metaphors than Americans do, using many war and
compromise metaphors while American metaphors are frontier- and colonial-based, just
like personal history plays a role in the way the person chooses his or her reference point.
But we do not need to know this in order to understand the coded language. For
example, when a fictional character in a play uses metaphor, instead of alluding to
something where the audience would need to know their personal history or back-story to
understand. By using metaphor, however, they are revealing more about themselves
through symbolic language. Therefore, by saying less, they are actually revealing more.
Working our way back to social history, a collective memory, and how such memory is
expressed through a group leads me to consider that perhaps the use of metaphor can be
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just as revealing. Again, I turn to Kovecses’ words on memory, culture, and embodied
language.
What I call memory here is history—the major or minor events that
occurred in the past of a society/culture, group, or individual “remembers”
these events through its collective unconsciousness (in the case of
societies or social groups)—embodied language. The memory of events is
coded into a language. (241)
Can this “coded language” be recognized, just like a fictional character, by someone who
is not familiar with the society/culture? And what if they are familiar with the
society/culture but don’t know the code or the vocabulary, for example the meaning of
metaphor and ritual?
Joseph Campbell might very well agree with Peter Schumann on ritual. He
certainly points out that many people misunderstand the meaning of metaphor. In Thou
Art That, the first chapter, “Metaphor and Religious Mystery,”(2001) opens with a
section on “The Meaning of Myth.” Here Campbell tells the story of a radio interview he
did with a rather argumentative fellow who claimed, “Myth is a lie.” Campbell replied by
explaining that, “No, myth is not a lie. A whole mythology is an organization of
symbolic images and narratives, metaphorical of the possibilities of human experience
and the fulfillment of a given culture at a given time.” As he explains the two countered
back and forth for almost the whole show, “It is a lie” vs. “It is a metaphor.” Finally,
Campbell came to the horrific realization that his interviewer did not know what a
metaphor was. This came about as the interviewer’s rebuttal was weak and repetitive.
When Campbell asked him to give an example of a metaphor he struggled even more.
The interviewer was utterly baffled and even went so far as to say, “Let’s
get in touch with some school teacher.” Finally, with something like a
minute and half left to go, he rose to the occasion and said, “I’ll try. My
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friend John runs very fast. People say he runs like a deer. There’s a
metaphor.”
As the last seconds of the interview ticked off, I replied, “that is
not the metaphor. The metaphor is: John is a deer.”
He shot back, “That is a lie.”
“No,” I said, “That is a metaphor.”
And the show ended. What does that incident suggest about our
common understanding of metaphor?
It made me reflect that half the people in the world think that the
metaphors of their religious traditions, for example, are facts. And the
other half contends that they are not facts at all. As a result we have
people who consider themselves believers because they accept metaphors
as facts, and we have others who classify themselves as atheists because
they think religious metaphors are lies. (1-2)
If half of the people believe metaphors should be taken literally and the other half
believe metaphors are a form of lying, is there anyone left? What about me? What do I
believe? What will I tell my children when they are old enough to ask? I know that I
believe in the power of metaphor as a tool for empathy.
I can only imagine how loud the heartbeat of the interviewer must have sounded
in his body, distorted and amplified blood rushing, pumping everywhere. I know I
sometimes I feel as if I am drowning in my own blood, even when I know the answer. It
often happens in heated arguments, moments of conflicting ideas coming to a head.
However, this is the risk and the responsibility one takes on when they enter their work
into the public sector. As an artist and a performer, I am familiar with the pressure and
the critiques one can encounter from inside and outside a given field. As we move
through the world, no matter what our occupation is, from caregiver to cartographer, we
are constantly evolving maps that design a path toward self-healing and fulfillment.
Whether we seek it in a Andean cave on top of a mountain or on yoga pad in the
basement of our local library, we take our body, our nature, with us—from the inside of
our head to the inside of our heart. Perhaps when our blood rushes like Niagara Falls, we
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should use that natural flow to guide us? Never swim against the tide, for if we don’t
know the answer to the question, it just means it needs to be asked. Sometimes we might
have an answer, but are not sure how to present it.
Ritual and Metaphor: Human Spirit?
The idea of human spirit is, much like religion, extremely subjective. But
however private it may be, it also has the power to transcend individual souls, uniting us
in a single emotional experience, Carolyn Kenny is another artist I am blessed to have in
my life. Jack Crane, a fellow colleague from Antioch University, describes her
wonderfully and characteristically in the prelude to her PowWow piece as a “gentle soul
with moral muscle, looking pretense and pomposity in the eye and making it laugh at
itself for being such an ass” (Kenny 1995, 301). I am lucky to have Kenny not only as an
academic adviser, but as a spiritual adviser. Besides her million and one other talents and
passions, Kenny is a music therapist. She edited together a marvelous book called
Listening, Playing, Creating: Essays on the Power of Sound (1995). The last chapter, of
which Crane wrote the introduction for, Kenny writes about her own experience as a
Native American and the Pow Wow.
Often many tribes dance together in the same circles these days. Drums
and singers come from near and far. People dance and sing and with them
they bring the animals and all of the sounds of the Earth. The drum never
stops. And we dance. And then we sleep. We share food. Lots of jokes
and tricks. And the drum goes on. I feel the sound of the drum. With
every beat I am born. And I also die. It’s like Grandfather says: “The
minute we are born, we’re dead.” The drum reminds us. This is the
continuity of all things. This is how we are together in one place. (303)
I believe Kenny is writing about a gathering of various tribes, how laughter is a
survival method, and how through pain and death we come together to live and die again.
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After having recently returned from Israel and Palestine, I wonder what it must
take for cousins or different clans to live together? Like many people who struggle with
their faith, I sometimes struggle with my faith in humanity and the human spirit.
Sometimes knowing the answer or even the question is not the issue. Sometimes we just
need to, as Kenny wrote, “sit together in one place” and see the “continuity of things.”
This is similar to John Bell’s idea about “sitting together without understanding.” I
wonder how hard it is to create just a habit of sitting together.
Victor Turner writes about “reflexivity” in his 1982 book, From Ritual to Theatre,
The Human Seriousness of Play. Here he applies this reflexive idea of cause and effect,
and how society is conscious of and interprets the behavior. In the introduction, Turner
discusses how social life is “pregnant” with social dramas and how “self-reflexivity, a
public way of assessing our social behaviors, has moved out of the domains of law and
religion into those of the various arts” (11). He continues to discuss reflexivity as way of
digesting values into a culture, as a common awareness or even catharsis. In his second
chapter, “Social Dramas and Stories About Them,” he explains that, “Reflexivity tends to
inhibit flow, for it articulates experience” (76). Turner goes on to explain how political,
legal, and religious systems use narrative as a way of looking back with a witnessing eye
at evidence, leading to the truth. In his third chapter, “Dramatic Ritual/Ritual Drama,”
Turner takes reflexivity, applies it to ethnography, and relates it to a common or shared
apprehension.
The movement from ethnography to performance is a process of pragmatic
reflexivity. Not the reflexivity of a narcissistic isolate moving among his
or her memories and dreams, but the attempt of representatives of one
generic modality of human experience…The deep bonds between body
and mentality, unconsciousness and conscious thinking, species, and self,
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have been treated without respect, as though irrelevant for analytical
purposes.
The reflexivity of performance dissolves those bonds and so
creatively democratizes: as we become on earth a single noosphere, the
Platonic cleavage between an aristocracy of the spirit and the “lower and
foreign orders’ can no longer be maintained. To be reflexive is to be at
once one’s own subject and direct object. (100)
Here Victor Tuner alludes to the idea that we can sit together and apprehend
something without necessarily understanding it. Perhaps by being our “own subject and
direct object” we can lose the word “own” and replace it with “one”? Is that what
reflexivity really is, a community living as both the subject and the direct object? Isn’t
that what nature is? Perhaps if humanity can make a habit of recognizing “our” land and
“our” people simple as “one” nature, as a species, we would be “out of the woods,” but
spiritually deep “in the woods.” Maybe if we can be our own “subject and direct object,”
then maybe, as I alluded to in the first chapter, we will not lose ourselves to find
ourselves, but rather make a habit of losing ourselves to find others.
Multi-tribal: Art as Instrumental
In my work I am interested in how art can be used as an action to cross culture
and language borders. The borders to be crossed are sometimes as vague as the words
“art” and “culture.” Often the borders cannot even be seen, but only felt. Like art and
culture, they need to be experienced and can include emotional, class, societal, political,
and psychological perimeters. Invisible borders are crossed all the time, but sometimes
those who venture are unaware of the crossing or, on the flip side, hyper aware and chose
not to reveal they are from the margins.
In 2006 I taught theater on a floating university called Semester at Sea. The ship
sets sea every semester as a global studies program with new faculty, students, and
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itinerary each semester. This voyage renewed my interest in cultural anthropology.
When I came back, I audited a class at the University of Pittsburgh where I was teaching.
It was this Cultural Anthropology class and my voyage on Semester at Sea that led me
back to Antioch, where I could work closely with the faculty to design my Ph.D. work.
The class used a beautifully designed and written book by Nancy Bonvillain (2006), who
devoted an entire chapter to the arts. She opens up it up with the story of the Maori
people of New Zealand, describing the origin of their most unique art forms, the tattooing
of the face and body. Here she explains some confusion between the words “art” and
“culture.”
Like the word culture, art is a word that we use in everyday speech but
have difficulty formulating a precise definition for it. Even anthropologists
often describe the arts of the people they study without defining what they
mean, taking for granted that the meanings are understood. (396)
Bonvillain continues by describing how societies have different codes or worth
measurements to ascribe value to what is considered aesthetically important. As it is an
introductory cultural anthropology book, she gives anthropological definitions to such
words as aesthetics and art. She then delves into how the philosophies or aesthetics
differ. This was specifically important to my work because it helped explain in a simple
way the philosophy behind the works I produce and am interested in. It is important to
acknowledge that just as cultures from around the world have different philosophies and
motivations, so does Western art and its genres. At this point Bonvillain introduces us to
Richard Anderson and his work from 2000 titled American Muse: Anthropological
Excursions into Art and Aesthetics. Here Richard Anderson investigates and formulates
four basic modes: mimetic, instrumental, emotionalist, and formalist (Bonvillain 2006,
397). All of these seem rather self-explanatory but the definition that Bonvillain puts
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together and uses in her book helped me put the border crossing work that I do into a
clean category. She defines instrumental as “Art that attempts to have a beneficial effect
on society, enriching people’s lives, teaching moral lessons, and providing insights for
improving the changing of the world” (397). She further flushed out the definition by
explaining that instrumental art is “transforming the world, enhancing or experience, or
making the world a better place” (397). As an artist, I found great comfort in this
definition because my work is often (even by myself) thrown into the “political art”
category. I am not saying that this is a bad category, rather the opposite. Nevertheless,
sometimes the work is not solely about politics. Sometimes it is about healing,
community, or enlightenment. And sometimes it is just about connecting; about crossing
the border from all the ways we are different from one another, to the simplicity of
sameness.
A good friend of mine has recently completed an artist residency in Turkey.
“Wendy Osher’s practice works deep in the seams of discrepancies in our relationships
with the natural world, each other, the things we use, and community. The materials she
chooses emerge from the dynamics of each exploration. In recent years, discarded
materials, installation, stitching, and documentary video have surfaced regularly. Her
meticulous, labor-intensive approach betrays a rootedness in process, while her sense of
humor always lurks in the wings” (http://www.wendyosher.net). Wendy and I share the
love of using materials and ideas to cross cultural borders. She recently e-mailed me from
her Turkish residency, which was tucked far away in Cappadocia, and describes it as off
the grid primarily.
I have been able to connect with several village women who are intrigued
on different levels with the something in the water project (crocheting
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breast shapes out of discarded plastic bags) they work here on the edges of
their scarves which are part of the required attire. Women are covered and
live separate lives except in the home. I started just to crochet in a visible
location and after few moments to be out...some spotted me and realized I
was doing something they kind of understood. Suddenly 9 of them were in
my bedroom. Amazing time. (Osher, e-mail to author, summer 2012)

Figure 2.2. Images of Wendy Osher’s residency in Turkey 2012,
compliments of the artist.

Fig 2.3. Images from Wendy Osher’s residency in Turkey 2012,
compliments of the artist.
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I know Wendy as an environmental artist who recently participated in an
exchange I designed and created between artists in Egypt and artists in the United States.
As an artist, Wendy has the ability to act as a connector. One of her latest projects,
Something in the Water, is a sculptural project using plastic bags to crochet large breastlike shapes. Wendy does the research and follows plastic bags as they disintegrate in the
oceans and work their way up the food chain to us, causing cancer and other harmful
toxin diseases. In the project, Wendy put out an international call to artists to crochet
plastic bags into breasts and send them to her. “It went viral,” according to Wendy and
this is plain to see via her website, as well as experiencing it first hand through the
installation, for more information on the project, visit http://h2oforall.blogspot.com/.

Figure 2.4. Crochet plastic bag breast from Wendy Osher’s Something in
the Water project, compliments of the artist.
In 2011 Grant Kester’s book The One (contemporary collaborative art) and The
Many (in a global context) engaged in a valuable look at how artist collectives, well
known and not so well known, cross over into the activities of urban planners, NGOs, and
activists. Through this eclectic study, Kester shows how artists are continuing to redefine
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art and how artists work together. Through this book, he asks why so many artists have
moved to a global and collaborative format? In the introduction he parallels his question
to the Art World to the Political World, asking, “Is the identity of one based on the
coercive consensus or radical purity? Is one defined by narcissistic projection or an
opening out to alterity” (2)?
Kester goes on to discuss the two shifts in the contemporary art world: The first
shift being the emphasis toward collective or collaborative-based works and the second
shift being workshop or process-based experience driven work. Both of these shifts
move away from the traditional premeditated vision of a work to be produced. To me, as
a metaphor-driven artist, I can’t help but see a reflection of the shift in our political world
as it rebels against dictatorships and uses social media as an organizing tool and platform
for revolution.
The One and The Many also makes clear through the various case study-like
examples that new insights can be drawn on how art relations play a role in politics
without necessarily being political. Specifically in Chapter Two, Kester describes these
projects as “grounded in direct action and participatory planning that parallel art-based
forms of cultural activism” (96). He elaborates more via an example of a project in
Senegal. Here, in 1996, a Belgium-based NGO that worked with family farmers on
agricultural practices, partnered with a group of Senegalese artists to create Les Ateliers
d’Hamdalleye (The Workshops of Hamdallaye). During this time they invited artists and
filmmakers from Rwanda, Dakar, southern Senegal, Flanders, and Belgium to work
together for two weeks. This shift, as explained by Kester in more detail below, is not
only significant to the fact that it is bringing artists together in a non-Western hub, but it
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is bringing them together in a rural space where they can have an effect on the
community directly, working with and fostering relationship with the villagers.
Rather than Senegalese artists meeting in Belgium, for example, they will
organize events that bring artists together in the countries of the global
South, challenging the geopolitical privilege of the North. By rooting
these exchanges in the proximate conditions, spaces, and protocols of
Dakar or Hamdallaye, for example rather than London or New York, the
character of the interactions will be transformed, responding to an African
context rather than the (naturalized) Euro-American framework of the
international art scene…The significance of this shift of emphasis (from
the urban to the rural) should not be underestimated in an art world that
continues to privilege the city as the only relevant site of art practice and
dissemination…The core/periphery logic of globalization thus reiterates a
more general prejudice within the discourse of modernism that contrasts
the city, as the site of an advanced, cosmopolitan culture, with
conservatism, stagnation, and “idiocy”, in Marx’s famous words, of rural
life. (98-99)
Among the profound effects this project had on the arts and the community is the
fact that it brought together rural and urban change makers, altering the arts urban-based
prejudices that art needs to happen in a metropolis. The Senegal-based artists stayed in
Senegal, enriching and investing in it as a growing hub for artists. During the Les
Ateliers d’Hamdalleye the artists worked closely with the villagers on artisan projects and
their relationship, a sort of ode to the rural community that feeds the city and the
reconnecting of roots. These exchanges and workshops brought new craft skills to
women including glass painting, embroidery, sculpture, fabric dying, soap making, and
other artisan crafts. This carried economic independence to the women, and brought
attention from neighboring villages, and a shared labor production for the cultural festival
whose theme was “to encourage intertribal and interethnic dialogue” (97-100).
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Multicultural?
Just as it is a good idea to breed outside of your family, it is a good idea to breed
outside of your tribe. We have been doing it for centuries, mixing blood for the
betterment of society, marrying across borders to form alliances. Humans are nomadic
and migratory and this has been a method of survival. As Grant Kester describes the
“intertribal and interethnic” festival, I am reminded of Susan Cahn and Zoya Kocurs’
introduction to Rethinking Contemporary Art and Multicultural Education, which came
out in 2011. In this chapter they challenge and critique the word “multicultural,”
suggesting it was “ little more than a fad that captivated liberals in the late 1980s,
launched a handful of careers by allowing a few people of color into the main stream, and
finally passed into oblivion in the 1990s” (4). Although the word tries to suggest some
sort of equality among cultures, alluding to the idea that all are considered equally, Cahn
and Kocurs compare it to the word “Pop,” just as the art critic Howard Cotter did in his
2001 article from the New York Times Arts and Leisure section, “Beyond
Multiculturalism, Freedom?” Here, they explain that “pop” and “multiculturalism”
should not be compared. The reason being “multiculturalism” is misused and has
become known as a style or a movement. Pop art had a defined style and aesthetic that
placed it in art history, establishing a genre for the 1960s. The same thing has happened
with multiculturalism, defining a genre of the 1990s. But can multiculturalism have an
aesthetic? As I ask myself this questions, I cringed as I can hear a voice saying, “oh yes
it has that ethnic look!”
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Politically Incorrect?
Cahn and Kocurs (2011) argue that “multiculturalism” should not be a movement
that comes and goes in and out of fashion, but it should be a tool to “destabilize the very
structures that elevate one style of art or one group of artists over another and create the
linear succession of dominant art styles that make up the historical cannon” (5).
Therefore, this usage of the word, “multiculturalism” would allow for not only
information and access for people of color but also allows for an even playing field (so to
speak…in competitive sport language) for people from varied cultural and social
contexts. If we want an even field, then the referees need to be willing to do the same
thing. Instead of having the sole novel person of color like a cherry on top of the
hierarchical politically correct sundae, wouldn’t it be nice if the artists and the critics
were judged on their work and their ideas instead of their pedigree, genetic make-up, and
connections? Even with the push of the Equal Opportunity Act of 1995, these various
fields of play, work, and study are not balanced. What about the future Nobel Prize
winner who is being incubated in your local hospital at the moment because his mother is
addicted to heroin? Or what about the kid in Kazakhstan who will never go beyond his
village to run for president? How do we get to the scientist who will come up with the
cure for cancer if she can’t leave Palestine in order to work in the appropriate lab? Of
course, I believe we carry enough genetic information for each one of us to be an
individualized Big Bang Theory with the potential to do almost anything.
I am a female with blonde hair and blue eyes. I know that people identify me and
organize me into various categories as soon as they see me. One of the hardest things for
me to wrap my head around when I was in Egypt was that most Egyptians, when they
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saw my appearance, with an uncovered head, assumed I was Christian. There are many
blue-eyed blonde Muslims in Egypt. Had I simply covered my head, I would have
blended right in. I usually assume, because I am an artist and tend to express that in my
dress, that people will categorize me that way first, not that the two can’t exist in the
same category. All the same, it is not a category I assume I will get placed in. As a white
woman, this was a very important lesson for me.
Radical Acts
Black and white, Christian, Muslim, and multicultural categorization leads me
back to how Cahn and Kocurs opened the conversation—by quoting writer and
performance artist Guillermo Gomez-Pena from his article “The Multicultural Paradigm:
An Open Letter to the National Arts Community,” published in the fall 1989 edition of
High Performance Cahn and Kocurs use a section of Gomez-Pena’s article (1989) to
explain certain tragic downsides of multiculturalism:
[Multiculturalism] is an ambiguous term. It can mean a cultural pluralism
in which the various ethnic groups collaborate and dialog with one another
without having to sacrifice their particular identities and this is extremely
desirable. But it can also mean a kind of Esperantic Disney World, a tutti
frutti cocktail of cultures, languages and art forms in which “everything
becomes everything else.” This is a dangerous notion that strongly
resembles the bankrupt concept of the melting pot with its familiar
connotations of integration, homogenization and pasteurization. It is why
so many Latino and black organizations are so distrustful of the term. (21)
Having worked closely with Guillermo Gomez-Pena and his performance group La
Pocha Nostra (www.pochanostra.com), I know that his passion for this topic has not
diminished. Gomez-Pena approaches the work from an anti-anthropological perspective,
or as the abstract of his 2009 video collection From Aztec to High-Tech, describes, as an
“experiment in 'reverse anthropology', this performance/installation creates an inverted
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world where Chicanos and Native Americans occupy a fictional cultural center and the
“Anglos” are nomadic minorities and tribal peoples with exotic customs and
costumes…If we learn to cross borders on stage, we may learn how to do so in larger
social spheres. La Pocha strives to eradicate myths of purity and dissolve borders
surrounding culture, ethnicity, gender, language, and métier. These are radical acts.”
In reading Gomez-Pena’s abstract, the words custom and tribal stick out in my
mind. We are all born into various cultures and situations that we cannot control;
however, we choose, seek, and create our own tribes. We organize and evolve ourselves
this way, curating customs and practices, or, as Schumann might say, habits. The
question in my mind is how do we keep these practices, customs, or tribes dignified and
not homogenized?
This reminded me of a conversation I was having with a friend recently on the
ideas behind the word “prejudice.” He is an African American program officer for arts
and culture at a large Endowment in Pittsburgh, but grew up in Washington, DC. In a
conference he attended not long ago, the dialogue was revolving around how “prejudice”
is not necessarily a bad thing. This also reminded me of Dissanayake’s ideas on
xenophobia. My friend explained that this pre-judgment is how our brain organizes and
categorizes things. I wonder if we can recognize and explore the categories within which
we organize ourselves to the degree that such a re-arrangements and mixing of categories
allows us to cross borders and while still honoring our individual cultural or ethnic
loyalties and practices.
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In Rethinking Contemporary Art and Multicultural Education, Yvon Olivas,
(2011) an art historian and critic, addresses this concept quite eloquently in her chapter
“Conflict: Local and Global.”
If we can decide to engage in and understand what is happening around us,
then it seems that conflict asks us to make a choice, presenting
possibilities and ethical dilemmas. What is possible then? How do we
choose? What once seemed clear as either right or wrong is in a tangle, the
question of truth a concept superfluous and indeterminate. But we can
always proceed by considering how we find ourselves connected to the
world, and how this informs our assumptions and prejudices, and frames
our understanding, not only of entities, people, places, phenomena, and
things, but also of the role that our expectations play. If conflict can be
framed in this way, it becomes clear that having any understanding of the
world—or our sense of self—is a demanding and ongoing process. (383)
Conflict is something I am attracted to. Not because I want to debate or even seek
out drama. It is the human condition that I am interested in. It is a product of our tragic
quest for peace and stability, which seems to always lead us back to war and hatred.
Perhaps this is not history repeating itself, but rather expanding itself from the black hole
of the Big Bang, “a demanding and ongoing process” as Olivias puts it, but one that we
need to stretch with in order to understand our ever evolving world (383). Whatever the
reason, conflict is a rich source for social practice and contemporary art.
Social Practice: Art as Evolution
Just as there is a Nobel Prize winner in Iran and a little girl in the Congo who has
the cure for cancer, there are artists whose work will not be able to come to full fruition
throughout the world. This is a social issue as well as a political issue, both simmered in
a moral and ethics stew. As there is much to discuss relative to how art interacts with
politics and politicians, in this section I want to focus on the social practices of art, how
contemporary performance and visual art are defining their role in the practice, and how

58
transformative and direct action art projects can help envision and inform a new world of
praxis.
Nato Thompson is the chief curator at Creative Time and the curator of the Living
as Form exhibition. The project was an installation and review of socially engaged art.
From this installation and study, Thompson put together a catalog of which he recently
released and edited with Creative Time Press and MIT Press. Living as Form: Socially
Engaged Art From 1991-2011 opens the collection of art projects and commentators with
the curator explaining how this socially engaged practiced evolved.
Unlike its avant-garde predecessors such as Russian Constructivism,
Futurism, Situationism, Tropicalia, Happenings, Fluxus, and Dadaism,
socially engaged art is not and art movement. Rather, these cultural
practices indicate a new social order—ways of life that emphasize
participation challenging power, and span disciplines ranging from urban
planning and community work to theater and the visual arts…This
interconnectivity reveals a peculiar historic moment in which these
notions aren’t limited to the world of contemporary art, but includes
various cultural phenomena which have cropped up across the urban
fabric. For example, spontaneous bike rides in cities by the group Critical
Mass, guerilla community gardens, and micro-granting community groups
are just a few of the non-discipline-specific cultural projects which share
many of the same criteria as socially engaged art works. (19-21)
Thompson’s comments are very reminiscent of Cahn and Zoya’s Kocurs
argument on the meaning of “multiculturalism” as well as what Kester was revealing in
the Les Ateliers d’Hamdalleye project. The cultural practices he is discussing are created
through and by an emerging social order, or tribe, or subculture. The question that has to
be asked is how can these cultural interdisciplinary practices build a “new social order”?
How can artists, activists, farmers, and community groups from the rural and urban
fabrics redefine and take back the word “politics” from the politicians? Or, the deeper
question is, does it need to be framed in terms of a specific word such as politics? How
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do we truly talk about it? As Nato Thompson (2012) explained, “this interconnectivity
reveals a peculiar historic moment in which these notions aren’t limited to the world of
contemporary art”(19).
Antonio Gramsci observed these patterns from a unique perspective during his
imprisonment under the Fascist Mussolini regime for his ideas around how the
bourgeoisie developed their own culture, which served as the status quo and prevented
the lower classes from revolting. These ideas formed into the idea of subaltern classes
and their relationship to an environment of socio-cultural hegemony. As Kyle Smith
explains in the 2010 article, “Gramsci at the Margins: Subjectivity and Subalternity in a
Theory of Hegemony,” Gramsci “argued that hegemony comes from below, originating
in the thoughts, beliefs and actions of everyday people who may or may not see
themselves as part of organized groups. Hence, Gramsci was intensely aware of the way
hegemony operated at a personal level. Capitalist hegemony was not, is not, possible,
without a complete identification at the level of the self” (39). So how can we as
individuals place ourselves as active instruments for change? What is our individual role
in defining society and how do we individually affect or make up the status quo?
How do we organize ourselves? Is it possible to practice prejudice as a socially
and politically (oops there is the word again!) correct way? Maybe we should use the
term “multiculturally correct”? This could include cultures, and all the prejudices that
come with them, that are not colors at all. For example, wheelchair culture, or feminist
culture, or Appalachian culture, or punk culture could all be included; however, all these
terms are evolving and changing all the time. Are these vague categories helpful in
trying to create social practice?
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Shannon Jackson (2011), the director of the Arts Research Center at the
University of California at Berkeley, addresses just such questions in her new book
Social Works: Performing Art, Supporting Publics. As a professor of Rhetoric and
Performance Studies, she is extremely well qualified to do so. In the first chapter,
“Performance, Aesthetics, and Support,” Jackson explains her perspective, coming from
the field of performance studies, a field in and of itself that is likewise hard to pin down
as it is constantly evolving. She asks what does “social practice” mean? She asks if this
turn is new and “what histories, frameworks, and methods are most appropriate for
understanding what social art works are and what they do” (11)? She goes on to explain
how the term shares the goals of performance studies and experimental theater. In a
similar manner as Thompson and Kester, Jackson observes and reflects on the crossdisciplinary and the socio-political practice and is concerned with the equivocal nature of
the term.
Like the term “performance,” however, the term “social practice” is
resolutely imprecise. It joins other unwieldy vocabularies coined as catchalls to help us understand a variety of “post-studio” practices in
contemporary visual art as well as the “postdramatic” practices of
contemporary theatre…This aesthetic heterogeneity is complicated further
by what might be called the social heterogeneity of social practice. While
a radical progressivism is often assumed in experimental gatherings, a
closer look reveals a number of questions about what social models such
varied social practices actually imagine. Whereas for many the word
“social” signifies an interest in explicit forms of political change, for other
contemporary artists it refers more autonomously to the aesthetic
exploration of time, collectivity, and embodiment as medium and material.
(13-14)
The question or maybe I should say, the complication, then becomes, how do we
keep social practice, contemporary art/theater, and culture from becoming homogeneous
while also being able to talk about it in a heterogeneous manner?
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In Art and Social Justice Education: Culture as Commons (2012), edited by
Theresa Quinn and John Ploof of the Art Institute of Chicago and Lisa Hochtritt of the
Rocky Mountain College of Art and Design in Denver, these types of questions are
addressed through an art education lens. Hochtritt touched on an idea I discussed in the
previous chapter in regard to the possibility of choosing our own tribes, or cultural
identifications. In all forms of art making, artists are always looking to the future for the
answers of the present, often envisioning or creating future scenarios as in science fiction.
In her chapter “The Next Big Thing,” Hochtritt (Hochtritt, Ploof, & Quinn 2012) makes
the point that through social practices, we are building a public pedagogy. The World
Wide Web now gives us a platform that was only offered in certain economically rich
platforms. She continues to explain that through these platforms, the next generation has
the capability to curate and build their own awareness and heritage.
This idea that education should be accessible and that we have the capacity to be
the “critical producers” of our own culture is extremely attractive to me. It is possible to
tap into virtual think tanks of culture by accessing the resources at the local
library…assuming there is one. It is hard to travel anywhere and not find smart phones,
another mode of social media, access to information that has the capacity to foster
cultural connections.
These days most phones are essentially mini computers, keeping us “connected.”
Golan Levin is a Pittsburgh artist who is doing some great work with QR Codes in regard
to creating culture via social practice and media. Together with artist Asa Foster III and
as a part of F.A.T. Lab, these artists have put together the project “QR Codes for Digital
Nomads,” an initiative of the Free Art and Technology (F.A.T.) Lab, which defines itself
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as “an organization dedicated to enriching the public domain through the research and
development of creative technologies and media. Release early, often and with rap
music” (http://fffff.at). The reader can visit this work by going to
http://www.flong.com/projects/qr-codes-for-digital-nomads/. The basic idea is simple
and clear. It is derived from the Hobo codes of the 19th and 20th century, where
travelers would leave coded symbols outside and around people’s homes and businesses,
writing warnings or recommendations like “can sleep in barn” or “dangerous dog” or
“help if sick.” Levin and Asa Foster II have created a similar symbol system via QR
codes, which can be read through a camera-based smartphone. “The QR_STENCILER
software was used to create the QR_HOBO_CODES, a collection of 100 stencil designs
which, deployed in urban spaces, may be used to warn people about danger or clue them
into good situations. Inspired by 19th Century ‘hobo symbols,’ these stencils can be
understood as a covert markup scheme for urban spaces—providing directions,
information, and warnings to digital nomads and other indigenterati”
(http://www.flong.com/projects/qr-codes-for-digital-nomads/). These codes give
information like: bike thieves, changing table, dangerous homophobes, free Wi-Fi,
insecure Wi-Fi, etc.
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Figures 2.5-2.7. QR_STENCILER images, QR_HOBO_CODES, a collection of 100
stencil designs which, deployed in urban spaces, may be used to warn people about
danger or clue them into good situations by artist Golan Levin,
(http://www.flong.com/projects/qr-codes-for-digital-nomads/).
Images taken from the website above show the process of the QR Stenciler;
however we organize ourselves, in tribes, in class orders, by religion or genetic make-up,
we tend to leave a mark, a mark of substantiation, similar to an animal that leaves his
mark by peeing the woods; however, peeing in the woods doesn’t do much for changing
society, rather, it is just an act of participating in it. Through understanding our
distinctive and charged role in the evolving society, we can develop the voice and
language of art as a means for public pedagogy, thus destabilizing the structures of
society that are dysfunctional and analyzing and learning from their mistakes.
Art as Action
I arrive on this page with hope and excitement, but also with more questions. If
transferring knowledge through the arts is part of human behavior, such practices should
not be channeled only through the gated communities of an upper-class, limited
percentage of the population that practices it. The only problem with the “QR Codes for
Digital Nomad’s piece is that one needs a smartphone to be able to read the code, making
it only accessible to a certain class of people, ironically, the opposite class than that
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which the work was inspired by and intended to serve. If we can make laptops that can
be produced for a hundred dollars, can we make smartphones that can be produced for
five? Our phones have become like our cars, representing us, advertising which “tribe”
we buy into. We decorate them and don’t leave home without them. Museums, libraries,
and now street artists assume we will be carrying these small computers with us, as they
display QR codes for the privileged. This project’s final exhibit displayed QR codes so
that people could directly tap into each artist’s website; however, the curators, myself
included, couldn’t even have access to the information as I don’t own a smart phone. I
see students who struggle to pay their rent and eat Raman noodles every night just so that
they can support their information addiction.
According to Bread and Puppet Theatre founder, Peter Schumann, ritual comes
from habit. Therefore, are rituals habit forming and if so, are they addictive? Human’s
inability to not text and drive would certainly leave me to believe so. Do we need to feel
that connected all the time? If so, what is missing from our lives that makes us feel this
way? Or, is this just an evolutionary state of human nature?
This review of the diverse and interdisciplinary channels in which the arts connect
at a social and cultural level is as old as the cave paintings. Just as “the hunt” marking on
the walls helped toorganize primitive society, today we are leaving a more virtual mark.
Perhaps we can use, as Nato Thompson put it, our “new social order” to connect us, thus
building a “public pedagogy” (Hochtritt, Ploof, & Quinn 2012, 97). If we as artists and
global citizens can practice the “reverse anthropology” of La Pocha Nostra, we can
challenge ourselves to reframe the way we look at each other and thus create greater
acceptance of aesthetic tools that allow us to switch lenses and lose ourselves in order to
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find others. Such a social practice would likely help to keep “multicultural” work from
becoming homogenized while also allowing it to be accessible in a manner similar to the
experience Adrienne Chambon (2007) describes above when she writes, “At that
moment, I became aware that the identities of the ‘knowers’ and of the ‘outsiders’ were
being reversed. We switched places between knowers and uncertain gatherers” (242).
The works and projects discussed here lend validity to my advocacy of art as a
social practice, one that should be supported by our government with a level of integrity
that would perhaps allow the public/social practice of the arts to become a means of
moving beyond the “human container” metaphor of Lakoff and Johnson and
remythologize our tribes and our future in the spirit of Campbell’s work. Similar to Jerzy
Grotowski, I am suggesting that the arts should be treated on par with the sciences and as
such, artists should have permission to experiment and fail on their path to success, with
the acknowledgment that these failures constitute research. Through arts as social
practice research we can bring together interdisciplinary and participatory ventures,
discerning political realities while at the same time creating hope through new aesthetic
pedagogic forms.
What if we had weapon labs replaced with art labs? Through this formula,
perhaps we could create a social practice that is instrumental: ART AS ACTION, a social
practice that uses metaphor as a form of logic to reach beyond language barriers and
cultural margins.
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Crossing Over to Connect: “Gearings of the World”
As I suggested at the beginning of this chapter by citing the work of Alphonso
Lingis (2000), humans have an innate drive to connect with one another. Many use
religion, culture, ritual, and, these days, technology to “stay connected” with each other.
In a chapter of Dangerous Emotions (2000) titled “Violations,” Lingis reflects on
the father of phenomenology, Edmund Husserl and his writings about the Athenians who
were interacting with foreigners for the first time and thus learning of different gods and
traditions of thought. Lingis writes about the philosophers’ journey.
The men called philosophers set out to give answers that those who did
not share those ancestors, who did not have the totem gods of the
Athenians, could accept, reasons that just anyone, anywhere, with insight
could accept. The practice of giving, and demanding, reason that anyone
with insight would endorse, breaks through the particularities of
languages, traditions, and customs that not only shape the way in which
what we know is formulated but the shape of our very perception of
things. (86)
Giving “shape” to non-tangible things through the use of verbs like “formulate” and
“perception” is an aesthetic move that creates a nice lead into the idea of border crossing.
Betweener Talk: Decolonizing Knowledge Production, Pedagogy and Praxis
(2009), by Marcelo Diversi and Claudio Moreira, two Brazilian scholars from very
different backgrounds who come together in a dialogue of decolonization, presents an
impressive mutual and honest view of how the authors see the world. They open their
second chapter, “Onto-Epistemological Stance,” with the following passage:
The indivisibleness of being is our starting ontological standpoint. We both
approach the examination of lives with the assumption that human experience,
including its study, happens in a holistic manner. We see the apparent
dichotomies of mind and body, physical and metaphysical, object and subject,
theory and method, as differentiations of one, all-encompassing, system:
Being…The mind and its interpretations of reality and being are not separate from
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the flesh but part of it-one perceives the world before any reflection can take
place. (31)
That beautiful process of “perceiving” is where my creative and scholarly interest lies.
One of my quests for this project is to explore performance art as a language and platform
for community understanding and border crossing. The desire is to build a performative
dialect based on perception that first senses, then observes, then distinguishes, and finally
reflects. The Firefly Tunnel collective worked together to build a dialogue based on
perceiving that which is enunciated with space, body, and cultural expressions. Our topic
of discussion was built around the issues of borders and identity with a common goal for
peace. I am not naïve about human nature and believe in conflict as a necessary
transcendental turning point; however, I think the definition of “peace” needs to be
metaphysically linguistigated by artists.
Throughout history and in every culture, the arts have been banned and censored
because of their capacity to evoke socio-political change. The arts are a powerful outlet
for creative investigation, cultural communication, psychological submersion, and
emotional exploration.
In this post 9/11 United States, I sometimes worry that we have forgotten that this
country was founded on the basis of freedom of religion. We have terrorist cells in the
United States that are born and bred here; they just go under that name of militia and are
often driven by Christianity. I have chosen the topic of discussion to swim around border
and identity because these are social realities imagined in the context of culture.
It seemed right to use performance art and installation as a way to cross our
borders. As Richard Schechner makes clear in his 2002 edition of Performance Studies:
An Introduction, we are not only building the material, we are embodying it.
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unlike theatre, dance, and music, much performance art was and is the
work of individual artists using their own selves- bodies, psyches,
notebooks, experiences- as material. (162)
Furthermore, as Diversi and Moreira continue to make clear in Betweener Talk (2009),
the place from which we come, no matter what the position (physical or critical) is so
important to our perspective, our narrative, and our dialogue when crossing borders.
We embrace the knowledge that comes from the streets and sugar cane
fields and reject the much-denied yet prevailing academic ideology of
“scholar knows best.” We are trying to become scholars who truly engage
in dialogue with the different” by calling attention to “the others” within
each of us. Thus, we start from the position of our bodies in relation to
others in our world. (31)
This is why I have chosen performance art, and I include installation in this
framework. It is a material and practice aesthetics because of its openness to
interpretation, its informality, and its bondless form as a medium. It is hard for me to say
that there are any requirements for performance art, but in my struggle to try to put it in a
conceptual definition, I will say that it primarily consists of space, time, and the artist’s
relationship with some sort of audience. The artist does not need to be present for this
interaction and the audience does not need to be aware that they are an audience. The
length can be long or short and the space can be anything that one can conceive,
however, as the curator and workshop leader, the requirement for the border crossing
aspect is to stay honest.
Performance art grew out of Dada and the avant-garde movement in the visual
arts, but then, much like today, artists took cues from scientists and other cultures.
Schechner (2002) describes these connections in a clean and digestible way in his book,
Performance Studies: An Introduction. Here he describes how the influences of Albert
Einstein, Werner Heisenberg, and other scientists and philosophers merged with the
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impact of African culture and ritual, which led to improvisation and to Freud’s “dream
work,” all of which added to alternative thought in the Western world. Schechner
explains that, “the outflow to this kind of thinking continues to affect performance art,
music, theatre, dance, and the visual arts in the twenty-first century” (111). As a
practicing artist I appreciate that performance art is conceptual and contextual by nature.
It therefore is adaptable to a variety of artists who will be learning from one another in a
workshop atmosphere.
Much of performance art is political by nature and utilizes the human body, as
Gomez-Pena (1989) puts it, “raw material.” I have been working with Gomez-Pena and
his performance troupe La Pocha Nostra for the past five years as an artist in workshops,
as a curator of his performances, and as a producer of his work. I used many of his
techniques in the workshops that I ran for the project while also tapping into my own
historical background as a director, a curator, as a visual and performance artist, working
and teaching experimental theater, puppetry, installation and political street theatre. The
stories and influences of both Peter Schumman and Guillermo Gomez-Pena will help
illuminate this work in the following chapters.
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Chapter III: Focusing the Lights
In the first chapter I explained that in this section I will present myself and my
process through performative writing, performance ethnography, and auto-ethnography.
It is important for the reader to understand that I did not just jump on a plane and head off
to Egypt without preparation. I spent at least two years indoctrinating myself by
practicing the methodology I would utilize abroad through immersion in three artistic
organizations. These mentor organizations became guides in my pedagogical practices,
in my producing practices, and, most importantly, in learning the power of metaphor and
symbolism. These three influences, who I consider partners in my education for this
project, are Peter Schumann and the Bread and Puppet Theater, Guillermo Gomez-Pena
and La Pocha Nostra, and the Mattress Factory Museum of contemporary art. I will begin
to share these experiences and their pedagogical influences on this project in this chapter.
In those two years of preparation and the year and a half of the Firefly Tunnel Project, I
refined my senses, my pedagogy, my performance, and installation art methods as well as
my writing.
In this chapter I will continue to share my preparatory reflections, building a
dialogue between pertinent literature and myself. Some of these artists/poets/scholars
have also become my mentors even though we have never met. With the literature as
mortar and organizations as bricks, I have created a sort of food pyramid for this
endeavor. At the top of the pyramid sits my sweet treat, the delicious privilege of
working with my chair, adviser, and spiritual guide on this journey, Carolyn Kenny.
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Ideological Structure
Before I move forward with going into the development goals of the project and
my arts-based research approach, it seemed best to re-visit the ideological structure I
introduced in Chapter I (see Figure 1.1.). Again, this structure was designed to act as a
safety net for the reader and a sort of cornerstone structure for myself as I move through
the project and this document. It is intended to function as a map-like structure to hold
ideas and thoughts geared toward meaning making. Much like a mason jar might hold a
flickering firefly inside, however, these walls are not made of glass, but rather are
constructed on theories and principles by which I, as an artist, guided myself through this
project. At the base of these ideals are my instincts, the foundation or roots from which
my choices are made as an artist, a human, and a leader. The aim of this section is to
flush out some ideas on the diagram that might not be so obvious or may just need some
further defining.
“LEADER as Change Agent” is a triangular structure that is based on the ideas
developed by Susan Komives, Nance Lucas, and Timothy McMahon (2007) in their
award-winning book Exploring Leadership. Here they suggest that, “The leadership
process calls for those engaged in it to be knowledgeable (knowing), to be aware of self
and others (being), and to act (doing). The knowing-being-doing model represents a
holistic approach to the leadership development of yourself and others” (p.76). As an
ensemble-driven artist who believes in applying art as action and who specifically
designed this project to delve into self by crossing cultural boundaries to be with “others”
to create work together, this model seemed a sympathetic match. I will elaborate more
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on the knowing-being-doing model in Chapter VI. Please also reference my “Presentation
of Self” section in Chapter I, where I discuss my background as an artist/change agent.
The practice and the methodology of the ideological structure are very closely
connected. This is because methodologies are practiced, and practices are researched,
and all are applied to method. One could even overlay one triangle over the other and
rotate the sides around to see all the parallels.
Arts-based research plays a large role in this interdependence and analogy. In a
very thoughtful, clear, and wonderfully designed book put together in 2012 by Tom
Barone and Elliot W. Eisner simply called, Arts Based Research, the authors open the
book with a notable definition. Here they explain how every form of depicting what
thoughts are being processed in the human mind need to be executed in manner, and how
arts-based research is another way to bring forth that agenda.
Arts based research is an effort to extend beyond the limiting constraints of
discursive communication in order to express meanings that otherwise would be
ineffable…Humans have invented forms within a spectrum of sensory modalities
in order to “say” in that form what cannot be said in others. Arts based research
represents an effort to explore the potentialities of an approach to representation
that is rooted in aesthetic considerations and that, when it is at its best, culminates
in the creation of something close to a work of art. (1)

Barone and Eisner (2012) continue to explain in their section on “The Arts are
Often Large than Life” in Chapter I that they are pushing students to move beyond
traditional forms that are not breaking new ground. They believe it is better to “find new
sea on which to sail than old ports at which to dock” (4). They go on to discuss the role
that new media plays in building fresh concepts and ways to execute them, observing that
there is an “intimate connection between technology and expressivity, and we are certain
that in the future the possibilities of the computer and other electronic devices will be
exploited in ways that are even more daring than they have been thus far” (5). Finally, in
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their third chapter, “Yes, But Is It Research,” the creative team brings up the research
versus inquiry argument and art versus Science debate. Here they explain how since at
least since the last half of the 20th century these borders have been crossed.
Some modernists have raised serious questions about just what makes
something artistic, and some have struggled to redefine what constitutes
science. Within the fields of qualitative research there has been a
sustained and growing defiance of rules and conventions regarding
crossing of what were once closely patrolled borders between the realms
of the sciences and the art/humanities. (45)
The authors fight to keep the imperialistic hold that the sciences have over the word
“research,” referencing Thomas Kuhn’s work (1970) on “revolutionary science, projects
of science that result in new gestalts or ways of conceiving of the physical world, seem
especially akin to the kinds or world-making that some works of art provide” (46). This
idea of science influencing art and being a creative endeavor is a beautiful lead into
something that is not on my ideological structure, but is important to mention
nevertheless. This is the practice of performance art in my pedagogy and in the project.
Although I don’t practice performance art in this document, it can be seen in the final
exhibition of this project. Therefore, I felt it needed some background since I do apply it
to my practice and my methodology.
Performance art, at least to me as a practitioner, is very much about “play.”
Schechner (2002) describes the development of performance art in the fourth chapter of
his Introduction to Performance Studies book. Here he describes how in the 19th and
20th centuries philosophy and science started to cross borders with the work of Friedrich
Nietzsche, Albert Einstein, Jacques Derrida, and Werner Heisenberg. Schechner explains
how Heisenberg’s “uncertainty principle” and Derrida’s “deconstruction” allowed “‘Free
Play’ in many guises—from Dada to performance art, from unconscious to
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indeterminacy” (107). It has thus “regained much of its power, if not its divine status”
(107). He continues to explain how “the uncertainty principle underlines much of
contemporary thinking. When translated in to philosophy, it appears that Derridean
deconstruction, perhaps the most playful—if also very difficult to understand—
speculation. According to Derrida, there is no center because the center is not a fixed
place but a function” (111). This of course, made me think of my ideological structure
and specifically the central adaptable space: meaning making.
In Anthony Howell’s 1999 book The Analysis of Performance Art there is a
chapter devoted language. Here Howell bring up Freudian and Jungian approaches to
analysis, explaining how the “inquiry we are engaged in posits that we, the performance
artists, are the analysts of our medium. Our audience will be the analysts of our
performance” (152). By playing with the broad medium of performance art we are
“playing” with ourselves to discover and perceive. This leads up to having every
“member of our audience translate[s] our performance language into their own perceptual
language, and of course it’s a precious occasion when the interpretation of some critic in
our audience provides us with an insight into our performance which has not yet been
dawned on our awareness” (152). In running the workshop aspect of this project, this is
the essence of performance art that I applied to the participants. I wanted to focus on the
power of interpretation and the medium of symbols as a “perceptual language” (Howell,
1999, p.152).
In Chapters IV and V that I discuss the difference between working with the
Egyptian and U.S. artists. I sometimes struggled with the knowledge that the U.S. artists
held. I believe that at times, it blocked their creativity. Henry M. Sayre discusses a
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similar phenomenon in his 1989 book, The Object of Performance: The American
Avante-Garde since 1970, “Between the European avant-garde of the late nineteenth
century and the new American avant-garde there exists a curious, inverse relation, as if
the latter, in adopting many of the same concerns and themes of its predecessor, had done
so in order to submit them to strategies of deconstruction” (66). He goes on to argue that
the original European avant-garde, with a mission to shock the middle class into thinking,
became such a norm to our American society, this idea of “shocking” became quite
“normal.” So while the U.S. artists were full of references to other modern artists in their
“perceptual language work,” the Egyptians were in a much more pure state of discovery.
This in turn made their work generally much more daring and fresh.
As Schechner (2012) explains, “unlike theatre, dance, and music, performance art
was and is the work of individual artists using their own selves—bodies, psyches,
notebooks, experiences—as material” (162). Therefore, a triangle of performance art
could be rotated over all of my angles of ideological structure.
I delve in to auto-ethnography and performative writing later in this chapter, yet
would like to take a minute to rotate those overlaid triangles (of practice and
methodology) in order to connect aesthetic, transformative, and reflective directly to
performative writing.
In “Performative Writing as Scholarship: An Apology, an Argument, an
Anecdote,” Pelias (2005) does just as the title suggests, by making an argument for
performative writing as scholarship. He does so by approaching the method from a threepronged perspective. First, he sardonically apologizes for its connection to literature and
poetry, which are obviously accepted forms of scholarship. Second, he presents the work
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as a “form of logical proof” (415), and, thirdly, he uses an example of his own writing
and how he found a purpose for it in the academy. Below I have taken excerpts from
each section of the argument for the implementation of performative writing and used
them as examples of aesthetic, transformative, and reflective practice.
Excerpt/Argument 1: Aesthetic
I, too, dislike it: there are things that tradition
just won’t permit, things that must be
proven, things that are important beyond all this
human passion.
Reading it, however, with a perfect contempt for it,
with a complete comfort in one’s
superiority, with a dismissive confidence
that only our accepted academic positions could certify,
one discovers
in it after all, a place where lifeless abstractions might find
human form, where the level of significance
might slide off the page on a tear, where categories
might crack and statistics shrink, and where reason is
unruly. One discovers in
it after all, a place for the genuine.
Eyes that can analyze beyond variance, ears
that can hear what others say, palms
that know the sweat of joining another
and of opening the fist. These things are
important not because a
high-sounding argument can be put around them but
because they are
useful: they evoke what seemed impossible to evoke, they say
what seemed unsayable. (415)
Excerpt/Argument 2: Reflective
It is also useful to remember that formal argument based in and on the
methods of scientific inquiry is not the mode for discovering truths; it is,
like all modes of inquiry, nothing more than a rhetorical style. Scholars
need not be tied to the belief or practice that their scholarship must look a
particular way, particularly a paradigmatic way that has its uses but has
limited power in accounting for human experience. Instead, scholars might
embrace another rhetorical style, what Goodall (1991) calls “mys- tery,”
“to encourage us to see and to define situations by their unique human and
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spiritual poetic, the interpenetrations of self, Other, and context, by our
complexity and interdependence rather than by some simpler linear or
causal logic.” (417-418)
Excerpt/Argument 3: Transformative
A colleague, saying she thought he would find it of interest, gave him a
copy of H. L. Goodall’s (1989) Casing a Promised Land. He looked at it
thinking that organizational communication isn’t his area but was
intrigued by the subtitle The Autobiography of an Organizational
Detective as Cultural Ethnographer. He read a few pages, and it struck
him: Scholarship could create the world it wants to examine, not as a list
of abstractions or logical proofs but as a vibrant presence. With his
proverbial hand slapped against his face, he slowly moved toward this
form, a form that did not for him at that time have a name but a form that
held promise for the central question he was struggling with: How can we
write about performance in our reviews and essays that evokes the spirit of
performance? He knew that to call for an exact representation was a fool’s
folly, but he wanted more than a record of what happened when. He
wanted to be reminded of why we go see performances in the first place,
that is, he wanted to encounter genuine renderings of human experience.
(421)
Audience
In this work, I am searching for an audience who can “be” aesthetic,
reflective, and transformative. I hope to reach as large an audience as I can get, but the
project and this document is primarily designed for artists, art appreciators, and
revolutionaries. In other words, people who believe we can use art as a force for social
change, to cross borders and build a dialogue for a global society.
Meaning Making
As I have alluded to and as I will come back to in Chapter VI, the meaning
making that the reader comes away with after reading this document will be determined
by them—not me. Perhaps it will change as they do. It is a story of my past experiences
and the story will change every time I tell it, evolving as I do. This is meaning making
for a moment or as Anthony Howell (1999) explains in his chapter on language.
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The past revealed by language is its own reality, a reality, which is neither
true nor false, and when we speak of our past we reveal more about our
present state than we do about what happened to us “then”—just as the
documented history in holy books tells us more about the times of those
who originally compiled the documents than it does about those past
events the documents purport to describe. (151)
Of course I do break this rule of thumb when I am using actual excerpts from field
journals, diaries, or interviews recorded in a specific moment in time; however, this
concept of “neither true nor false” is important to keep in mind as the readers moves
through the document and feels comfortable enough to lose themselves in it.
Project Origins
On July 15, 2010, I set off for Egypt to begin my pilot study, “Performance Art
Ethnography with Artist Residency Egypt (ARE): Learning to Communicate with
Images, Sounds, and Silence.” This project was made possible through an awarded
residency at ARE. This trip, the pilot study, and this residency laid a foundation for the
Firefly Tunnel Project. Although I had originally wanted to create the project between
Israel and Palestine, I had a different sort of firefly project brewing in me. Their names
were soon to become Max and Calder.
I had four major goals as I set off on this adventure. The first goal had been
halfway accomplished, as I boarded the overnight, eleven-hour flight. I had curated most
of the Egyptian artists into the project and had ninety seven pages of e-mail
communications with Essam Serry, the director of ARE.
In my pilot study proposal I described my goals as follows.
1.
Leading Change through Art: To spend a month at ARE where I
will learn to curate 12 to 20 Egypt-based artists into a performance and
installation art workshop. This process will take communication and
organizing skills prior to my arrival, as I hope to curate all the artists
before I leave the country. This will demand the cultivation of
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communication and organizing skills before the workshop begins, the
research of Egypt-based artists and communicating with them from
abroad. Because the language barrier will be in issue, both myself and
ARE will have to change our normal ways of interfacing.
This Egypt residency is the first half of a two-part project. The
other residency/workshop will take place in Pittsburgh with U.S.-based
artists. Both of the workshops have a goal to promote tolerance of beliefs
and ideals between the Middle East and the U.S. especially as the 10-year
anniversary of the 9/11 attacks come forth. I am hoping to lead these
artists to develop an artistic language of change.
2.
Crossing Borders through Art: To promote a global
understanding that humankind’s creative impulse to see, imagine, and feel
is an artistic practice we all share. It is an ancient form that was used to
communicate before communication became so formalized. I am hoping
that through these workshops of discovery, I can de-formalize and break
down the language and cultural barriers that exist in today’s society. My
goal is to tap into our common creative impulses, insights and images to
build bridges across borders.
There are many kinds of borders. For some of the workshop members, it
might be a huge border just to cross into the public performance zone. For
others it might be crossing into a different medium and for others it may
even be deeper psychological or spiritual border crossing, discovering
borders (myself included) that were not recognized.
3.
Tools of Ethnography-Archiving Art, Feedback, and Field
Notes through the Web: A) To learn how to set up a blog, that can be
transferred to a website, that can provide the technical and aesthetic design
that the project needs and B) To use the blog/website to explore my
ethnographic research skills.
Both the blog and the website need to be accessible to and by the artists. I
am working with a videographer (Aaron Hollan) to see if that needs to
happen while we are in Egypt. If it does, I need to find a way to design
the private portion of the blog so that they cannot access field notes and
other writings that are not open for their viewing.
There will be five different stages of the website (firefly tunnels):
1.
The blog set up, reserving the Firefly name
2.
Designing the blog for artistic as well as practical purposes, this
will act as a sketch for the website during the workshops
3.
Designing the website as a tunnel and virtual lab for the exchange
between the U.S.- and Egypt-based artists
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4.
5.

Opening up the website for a public forum where the work can be
critiqued and interacted with, while also keeping a private
“rehearsal” space for works in progress
Incorporating the site into the final exhibition

This will be my second ethnographic work (the first is currently being
written up), hopefully warming me up for my final dissertation. My goal is
to use the digital tools of video, Internet and other access sites where we
can upload material for record keeping.
4.
The Politics of Art and the Art of Politics in a Foreign Land:
To lead a workshop in an inner-city environment as a foreigner. I have led
similar workshops here in the States. For example in NYC where the
students didn’t speak English and we communicated purely through art
and demonstrations of techniques. I have also lead political puppetry
workshops in foreign countries but there has usually been a translator and
we were working on the same political campaign. This helps to make the
agenda of the visual translation much more simple.
In this residency/workshop we will be working with highly complex
political, social, and cultural issues. I will have to be sensitive as a
political artist and learn to respectfully compose work that is addressing
the issues, while not getting myself or the other participants into legal
trouble or physically threatened.
I will also be dealing with the politics of working with another arts
organization, ARE. This is the first time ArtUp and ARE are working
together. I am sure there will be many kinks to iron out along the waymisunderstandings, surprise situations, misinterpretations, and perhaps
even personality conflicts. I will try to exercise patience and place the
project first.
Lastly, I will be learning about and dealing with the political aesthetics of
culture, the culture of ARE, Egyptian culture, generational culture, and the
various subculture of the various artists. They will all have their own
unique perceptions on what “art” is and what they want to say with it.
And even though I come from an outsider perspective, I will be acting as
an aesthetic filter, guiding the workshop residents. I am sure that
disagreements on creative choices will arise and I will have to try to
remain politically diplomatic, while also critiquing with a pedagogical
voice.
These goals were lofty, but I am a lofty person. I have a track record of putting
my goals high, not only for myself, but for the people I work with. I do not ask of any
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one what I do not ask of myself. I am also a very determined, hardworking, and a
stubborn human. These characteristics help me to follow through, maybe not
accomplishing all that I had hoped, but experiencing the process and hopefully learning
and growing along the way. I did not hit all of my goals, specifically some of the
technical aspects in the first trip/residency; however, I would soon find myself back in
Egypt amid a revolution.
I will use my field notes and images to help tell the story of what did take
place, at least from my perspective. As the reader will soon find out, sometimes,
no matter how much planning one does beforehand, you can never predict the
integrity or the lack thereof in another human being. This experience was one of
the most difficult things I have ever done, but also one of the most rewarding. I
believe it is important for me to present my goals and strategies to the reader
before I begin the storytelling process so that they can act as a sort of prelude to
the actual narrative.
Strategies and Activities:
The largest strategy is being in the position to place myself as the artist-inresidence at ARE (Artist Residence Egypt). This enables me to live in an
Egyptian environment, with Egypt-based artists.
ARE, is a collective dedicated to facilitating international exchange of art
and ideas. Catering to the artist's needs, both business and pleasure, our
objective is to provide a program based on the goals of individuals as well
as forward accomplishments in the Arts communities. We aim to create an
environment that eases integration and exploration of the existing
institutions and culture flourishing in Contemporary Egypt. With a
veritable post-card view of the Giza Pyramids, we invite you to join us in
breathtaking reverence of Ancient Egyptian history.
(http://artsresidencyegypt.blogspot.com/ ,
http://www.artsresidencyegypt.org/index.html)
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While ARE allows me to be in a strategic setting and is designed for artistic
research, it also acts as a great resource. Having the ability to work with
Essam Serry, who speaks and writes English fluently, I have already been
able to do a lot of planning and organizing fairly seamlessly. Essam has
been acting as a translator as well; converting documents into Arabic so
non-English speaking artists can read them.
The largest and most important activity is the workshop itself. Please
reference the timeline below. This study revolves around the workshop and
the artists in it.
The greatest resource for that activity is the digital medium. This allows us
to capture moments, images, performances and installations and store them
immediately. The virtual space allows me to upload material and field
notes so that it is protected. Even if something drastic happens, like we get
robbed, we will still have the material safe in cyber space.
I have hired two people to travel with me. The first is Emily Laychak who
will help with childcare and act as my assistant. Emily has been an intern
with ArtUp (a non-profit arts organization I run) for over two years. She is
also a very talented artist and will make a great addition to the creative
team. I have been teaching her how to do light editing and video work.
Emily is also a great friend to my two sons who are traveling with me, Max
and Calder. She comes and helps me with them 2-3 days a week.
The second person is Aaron Hollan. I have worked with Aaron before on a
similar project last summer when we were creating and original
performance art piece: Homeland Insecurity, that arose out of a Guillermo
Gomez-Pena workshop. I have shared Aaron’s works with Essam and he
has a project in Cairo that he is hoping Aaron will help him with.
The Power of Story
Context: Auto-ethnography
Carolyn Ellis, of the University of South Florida, uses auto-ethnography as a tool
to interpret and understand different cultures, with the incentive of meaning-making. In
her Heartful Autoethnography: Key Note Addresses from the first Annual Advances in
Qualitative Methods Conference (1999), Ellis explains to a Ph.D. student, who hopes to
use auto-ethnography
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I start with my personal life. I pay attention to my physical feelings, thoughts, and
emotions. I use what I call systematic sociological introspection and emotional
recall to try to understand an experience I’ve lived through. Then I write my
experience as a story. (671)
As a performance artist who already practices and teaches autobiographical
performance, this methodology is not only easy to grasp, it is also inspirational to read
about, as well as highly motivational, knowing I can apply it to my dissertation and my
future research.
Tami Spry, whom I quoted earlier, works out of the Department of
Communication Studies at St. Cloud University, where she teaches courses on
performance studies, communication, and uses auto-ethnography as her research tool into
cultures and communication. Spry (2001) writes about the body “as a site of scholarly
awareness.”(727) In her article, “Performing Auto-ethnography: An Embodied
Methodological Praxis,” she describes auto-ethnography in relationship to body and
performance.
Auto-ethnography contributes to the burgeoning methodological possibilities of
representing human action. It is one tool among many designed to work in the
fields, unseating the privileged scholar from the desk in the Master’s House, and
de-exoticizing the non-White-male-objective scholar from the realms of the
academically othered. And it is a method that calls upon the body as a site of
scholarly awareness and corporeal literacy. (727)
This idea of “unseating” privileged (and non-privileged) scholars is very attractive
to this academic imposter who can’t sit still. For I, too, use my body as a site of
awareness. Most artistic performers are usually trying to make peace between the
nonphysical process of mind and spirit, in relation to their material needs and tangible
body.
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In Valerie Malhotra Bentz and Jeremy Shapiro’s book Mindful Inquiry in Social
Research (1998), they help to position the concept of inquiry, specifically ethnography,
in Chapter Eight by opening it up with an introduction to hermeneutic inquiry. Here they
explain, “the term hermeneutics simply means ‘the art and science of interpretation.’ The
term is derived from the Greek god Hermes, messenger of the gods, who was killed for
bringing unwelcome news to the community; thus the phrase, ‘don’t kill the messenger’”
(105). Artists seem to have the freedom to speak their mind without getting killed.
Whether it is through performances, like Shakespeare or 2-D works like Goya, artists
have been given a platform to critique the ruling government and society. Many go to jail
and there have been severe casualties along the way, but it is almost expected that it will
be the artist who speaks to issues first, similar to the role of a jester in the king’s court,
and is able to make fun of the king and his rulings right in front of him. This is not to say
that artists have not sacrificed themselves—I note Michael Stewart, Federico Garcia
Lorca, and Joe Hill as examples.
Valerie Malhotra Bentz and Jeremy Shapiro (1998) go on to explain the necessary
relationship between the researcher and the subject matter.
Although the ethnographer or field researcher is immersed in her subject
matter, living in it or with it, she must have maximal detachment from this
same subject matter. Like a phenomenologist, the ethnographer takes
nothing for granted, and turns the most conventional background aspects
of human experience and behavior into “phenomena.” Hence,
ethnography is one of the most difficult forms of inquiry to apply to one’s
own environment. In everyday life we take for granted, hence rendering
invisible, the very things that would be relevant to the ethnographer. (118119)
During both my pilot studies and in dissertation research, I tapped into my
training as an actor and focused on character studies and people watching. I often edited
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my reflections when in public and chose to record them in my field notes. As a
researcher, I was not in the position to create drama about the system I was living in,
unless of course, it was in the name of art. Again, I turned to Malhotra Bentz and
Shapiro to guide me through my role, describing the personal characteristics of a
researcher.
The ethnographer or field researcher is fascinated by human beings—their
behavior, interactions, values, culture, and everyday life. This does not
mean that the researcher is necessarily extroverted, sociable, or gregarious.
Rather, the ethnographic researcher must be willing to experience fear,
discomfort and embarrassment of being a novice and an outsider. He must
be willing and able to be detached, to look at everything as a “professional
stranger.” (119)
During my Egyptians research, I found a doorway to slip into this
position/characteristic, simply by the fact I was a foreigner. I was able to “detach”
myself, without ostracizing myself, by being from another culture; however, my work is
not ethnography. I do not want to be a “professional stranger.” My work is autoethnography and I am practicing performance ethnography by producing the project.
Even though I have the ability to step outside of the community, the truth is I am most
comfortable in community. Just as I am a physical person, I am also a social person who
finds peace and pleasure in the reflective connections I make with other humans.
The Handbook of Qualitative Inquiry (2003), edited by Norman Denzin and
Yvonna S. Lincoln, includes a piece by Bryant Keith Alexander called “Performance
Ethnography: The Re-enacting and Inciting of Culture.” In this article Alexander gives
an inspirational description of where performance ethnography can take us.
A forum for cultural exchange, the power of performance ethnography lies
in its potential for illumination and engagement of all involvedresearchers, participants and audience. For minority and marginalized
populations of race, gender, age, class, etc., the emancipatory possibilities
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are significant. Through re-enacted performance the oppression of socially
imposed roles is unveiled on stage and examined by both audience and
actors simultaneously, thereby enabling a transformative critique of
values, attitudes and practices. (411-441)
The “emancipatory possibilities” that Alexander makes clear have a common,
community catharsis that I am incredible attracted too. This is something I felt and saw
as I watched the Egyptians in Tahrir Square. Because of the Internet and of course the
media coverage, this catharsis was passed like a torch, through the glowing screens to the
hearts and hands and inhabitants of Wall Street. Occupying space in a fourth dimension.
“Aesthetic Transcendence”
“They transcended time and space
From Martin Luther King to the Statue of Democracy at Tiananmen
Square
They held hands through time!”
(He said)
How can I do that?!...
(I long)
I can taste my heart expanding
A warm ripe plump plum
Cinnamon
Swelling in my bodily host like a country pie
An ancient and underused portion of my brain synapses
Firecrackers ignite distant drumbeats
Luminosity resonates
Spirit reverberation
A child’s soul inhales and savors the smoky smell
A student explores sensory perceptions
Tangible words in three dimensions passed
Inspired Quanta
Teacher to student
A mobile of generations in time
Aesthetic Leadership…
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Gary Knowles and Ardra Cole put together a great compilation of qualitative
works focusing purely on the arts entitled Handbook of the Arts in Qualitative Research:
Perspectives, Methodologies, Examples, and Issues (2008). In Chapter 11, “Literary
Forms,” there is an intimate exchange between Carolyn Ellis and Karen Scott-Hoy as she
writes, struggles with her dissertation, and learns about auto-ethnography.
Why can I, Karen Scott-Hoy, an Australian mum, scholar, and health
worker, write about my passion in a book but not in my dissertation?
Having collected data using action research, in-depth interviews, and
participation observation, I need to come to grips with my experience as
an involved and situated researcher who is an integral part of the research
and writing process. I don’t feel neutral or authoritative about my project;
I feel a part of it, vulnerable and aware of the things I still don’t know or
understand. Surely experience and subjectivity are important parts to
understanding what happens and why? (128)
These reflections resonated deeply within me. I, who am no natural academic,
sometimes wonder if I should do ethnography on academia, as I place myself, an artist, in
an academic culture, often sounding like a foreign language.
Like Scott-Hoy, I can be a researcher, a Mom, and artist/interpreter. Just as ScottHoy writes to Ellis, “Discovering auto-ethnography and applying ethnographic methods
to my life and tasks helped me feel more comfortable with who I am. I study life; I paint
life, and write about life. I can be a researcher, a mum, because mums are researchers and
storytellers.”
As a theater artist and a visual artist, I fell in love with puppetry, which brought
the two mediums together in a marriage of metaphor. As a theater artist, I study and
interpret human behavior, much like an ethnographer. As a puppet builder and performer,
I sculpt and choreograph with the aim to make meaning out of what I see. I present this to
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the public seeking to create a shared reflection on culture, a mirror so that we can see
ourselves.
Just as Scott-Hoy wants to be an artistic participant in her life and her work, so do
I. I believe that through the application of placing myself in cultures as an artist, I can
create these opportunities by practicing auto-ethnography.
In her 2009 book Method Meets Art: Arts-Based Research Practice, Patricia
Leavy explains the “Rise of Autobiographical Input in her second chapter, “Narrative
Inquiry.”
The “thick description” that result from this process are therefore informed
not by the researcher’s neutral rendering of events, but rather by his or her
subjective experience in that reality, and in the best of cases, by his or her
systematic reflexivity about the experience. (36)
This “thick description” is what I hope to construct, not only by my writing, but
also by photographs and the work of the other artists who participated in the project—so
that the reader/viewer/interpreter can place these people in a context, a sense of place.
Clifford Geertz, an Antiochian, an anthropologist, and the man who is credited with
bringing the phrase “thick description” and the methodology into various fields, writes
about this in his celebrated book of 1973, The Interpretation of Cultures. Geertz explains
“culture is public because meaning is” (12). He describes how “culture is not a power,
something to which social events, behaviors, institutions, or processes can be causally
attributed: it is a context, something within which they can be intelligibly—that is,
thickly described” (14). Therefore, by describing things in detail, as opposed to just the
actions that cultures make, Geertz is giving context to the behavior so that the audience
can better digest it.

89
This concept of the behavior becoming meaningful through context, rather than
by dissecting, labeling, and categorizing, is very attractive to me as a way of envisioning
meaning via living and experiencing. As a multidisciplinary artist, I seek a
multidisciplinary outlet, a multidisciplinary outlet that is as alive and as layered as the
world around me. Leavy continues to explain in her Method Meets Art: Arts-Based
Research Practice how this mixing of methods is a common draw to auto- ethnographers
and why researchers have been looking to auto-ethnography as an evolving hybrid
epistemology.
The recent rise in auto-ethnography as a stand-alone method, or as a tool
used in multimethod research projects, is linked to a surge in academic
literature about the role of the researcher in the research process and the
overall increase in qualitative sociology. In this respect, auto-ethnography
has become more popular, partly as a result of theoretical and
epistemological challenges to traditional positivism posed by feminism,
postmodernism, poststructuralism, multiculturalism, cultural studies and
general increases in interdisciplinary research. (38)
I am not sure if it is possible to write an auto-ethnography without taking a
phenomenological approach. At least I do not believe it is not possible for me to do this.
Like most artists, I depend on my perspective or perception of the life I move through; to
make meaning out of the time I travel through, the objects and tools I interact with, the
people, events, and communities I share space and time with. I depend on my senses, my
ancient instincts, as well as my shape shifting or adaptability of perspective and
perception. These senses, instincts, or lenses need to be versatile in order for the catharsis
or transformation process to take place. Through this layered and adjustable lens, I hope
to bring the reader/viewer, as well as myself, to a new level of insight; however,
phenomenology moves beyond the physical senses, and takes in the emotional aspects of
perception authenticating facets like memory, imagination, and awareness.
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In his 1990 book, Researching Lived Experience: Human Science for an Action
Sensitive Pedagogy, Max Van Manen includes a chapter devoted to “Hermeneutic
Phenomenological Reflection” and a section on “Gleaning Thematic Descriptions from
Artistic Sources.” Here Van Manen explores what I have tried to explain above—how
art, like phenomenology “transcends the experiential world in an act of reflective
existence. An artistic text differs from the text of everyday talking and acting in that it is
always arrived at in a reflective mood. In other words that artist recreates experiences by
transcending them” (97).
This idea of recreating experiences so we can transcend them is important to me
as an artist who tries to make meaning out of art. Perhaps history would not repeat itself
if there were more artists and auto-ethnographers in charge. Or perhaps it is our duty to
record history in context through thick description so it does not repeat itself.
I will wrap up these reflections on auto-ethnography with a quote from a young
Brazilian auto-ethnographer, Claudio Moreira, who I mentioned previously through his
book Betweener Talk: Decolonizing Knowledge Production, Pedagogy, and Praxis. The
book is a dialogue between Claudio Moreira and Marcelo Diversi who come together
from different place and spaces in Brazil, but who weave together their passions, insights,
journey, and shared creativity into a piece of art. I admire Moreira’s words as he
describes what auto-ethnography means to him.
My work, as cultural performer, cannot be separated from power,
knowledge, politics, and identities. It inhabits the performative spaces, in
concrete life, where identity is formed, agency is negotiated, and the grand
narratives of nation, gender, race, class, religion, and sexual orientation
are shaped and confronted. I present myself as a radical urban autoethnographer, committed to participation and performance with and for a
specific community… I want to help mold engaged critical intellectuals,
future and past teachers, who will be able to develop an embodied
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reflexivity of lived experience as a specific cultural site for struggle,
resistance, and transformation. (190)
To be a “cultural performer” is a big responsibility; however, as an artist, I believe
it is my civic duty to take on such responsibilities through my art, the art I am learning,
the art of performative writing.
Context: Performative Writing
In D. Sonyini Madison’s 1999 performance article in Text and Performance
Quarterly, entitled “Performing Theory/Embodied Writing,” she begins by expressing
her great concern that “performance” has become trendy and is being abused by those
who do not respect or even know the medium. I disagree with her in the sense that I do
not believe anyone should have judgment over or the power to control the practice of art.
This is why so many fear the word “ART” as it is. Give any kid under five years old
some paint and paper and they will happily work away. It isn’t until someone tells them
“That is not how you draw a tree” or “That doesn’t look like a dog” that they become
hesitant. I am a socialist when it comes to practicing the arts…in any form.
This does not mean that I do not believe that some art are better than others, I do.
I believe art should be curated into journals, stages, schools, jails, homes, and museums
accordingly. As a curator and an artist, I work with community. This does not mean I
am a community artist. I am simply an artist who works with community. I also love to
play ball, even though I am not a professional ball player.
Now, just because I don’t agree with D. Sonyini Madison, I do appreciate her, like
a character in a play. She too admits she is being a bit protective over performance, like
“a lover” (108). Madison has a number of beautifully composed sections that are
revealing and intimate, the “tears of things.” I had the wonderful opportunity of spending
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some time with Jill Dolan, Director of the Program in Gender and Sexuality Studies at
Princeton and I will never forget what she said, excuse me while I paraphrase. She said
she loved to write and be a part of feminism because she found people she was writing
too and writing for. They share and inspire through their writing. And isn’t that what art
is about, sharing?
Madison’s beautifully performed writing, tormented between performance,
theory, and “fathers,” reminded me of Ronald Pelias’ Chapter 10 of Writing
Performance: Poeticizing the Researcher’s Body (109-111). This chapter is a collection
of “Performance is…,” with each one consisting of a single sentence each. In honor of
both Madison and Pelias, I have created a dance of dysfunction and intimacy. A sort of
revealing re-mix of what I have discovered performative writing to be. This exercise is
meant to create a dialogue with both Madison and Pelias, while also exposing a bit of
myself by the editorial choices I make.
Performance is
A buzzword stretched beyond recognition, blurring genres, a
paradigm maker and a paradigm breaker, a theoretical model of human
action, a hot ticket for an old revival.
RP, 111
Provoked by suppressed resentment and my own silent turf war, I imagine
an oblique metaphor- a personification- where Performance becomes a
subject and an object, both a perpetrator and a victim, where performance
performs like a promiscuous lover.
DSM, 108
Performance is
A poem, a poetics of the everyday, counted in syllables and
rhythmic patterns, lyric and dramatic, where one ponders the lines and
muses the mathematics of it all.
RP, 111
Performance helps me live a truth while theory helps me name it- or
maybe it is the other way around.
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DSM, 109
Performance is
Holy, a place of worship concentrated for the devoted who gather
in its name to listen to the sacred scripts, to join in the hallowed ceremony,
to make the spirits rise as the world whirls away.
RP, 111
Performance helps me see. It illuminates like good theory. It orders the
world and it lets the world loose. It is a top spun out of control that spins
its way back to its beginning.
DSM, 108
Scattered Ideas and Flashes of Insight
Metaphor and Symbolism
One of the famous quotes and signs from Arab Spring was, “You can crush the
flowers but you can’t stop the spring.” This is a metaphor we all understand, but it is
specific to the Arab Spring, and even though they are words, they are painting a visual
image. Therefore, I am moving through this project and this paper with the belief that
metaphor is a tool of the “pre-language” Amy Trompetter discusses below. Like music,
metaphor is something that is culturally diverse, but also comprehendible and able to
reach us on an emotional and spiritual level.
But I guess the strongest thing about language that I remember Peter
[Schumann] saying is something of pre-language. Before languages came
into evolution. Like the feelings and the thoughts that we have that are
beyond language, or pre-language or richer than language, that language is
a code made to express those things. But the depth of feeling and
responding and thinking is actually richer than our language, so that
imagery is taping what is a language, taping what we don’t have words to
articulate. Which music is. (Amy Trompetter, interview with the author,
2009)
Trompetter is a former professor and friend who has traveled all over the world
working with various cultures to produce theater, often bringing western theater to the
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east and eastern theatre to the west, reinterpreting the work through puppets and masks.
She is also been a part of Bread and Puppet Theatre since the late 1960s.
There are obviously different cultural metaphors pre-language crosses, for
example, burning a flag or taking an effigy and sticking pins into it. These are actions
that do not need words. There is a master of action and I have been lucky enough to
work with him. He dusts his actions with the written word, so with every movement the
words rise with new perspective. Gomez-Pena is writing performance as he crosses over
the border from what we question to what we see. Part of my preparations for the Firefly
Tunnel Project included studying and working with Gomez-Pena and his troupe La Pocha
Nostra. Since these experiences are part of my research, I am sharing them.
Border Crossing: Idols and Contraband #1
Half way through CONVOCATORIA: LA POCHA NOSTRA’S INTERNATIONAL
PERFORMANCE INTENSIVE WORKSHOP, we are rewarded with a day off. It is a
Sunday and other participants in the workshop are planning to explore Tucson. At my
‘old’ age of 39, I have grown to revere my solitude, especially after spending eight hours
a day with the same twenty-six people in a dark studio.
My Facebook “friend”, Steven M., thinks I am “mad” to go to Nogales all-alone.
I have not seen him since I was 13-years-old, and I think he is “mad” to have only been
there once, considering he only lives one hour from this Mexican border town. I, who
live out east, could not imagine being this close and not “crossing over” as often as
possible. This workshop is specifically about crossing borders, and it would seem rather
ironic if I failed to make this short journey.
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After a few hours of walking the streets and eating some local food, I purchase a
leather gun holster (for the cowgirl in me) and an ornate Mexican mask (for the puppeteer
in me). It has real horns – maybe goat – a blue devil with a red tongue. What is it about
the tongue?!
I pass through the gates of “America” without even showing my passport. Is it my
blonde hair, blue eyes and transparent skin? What if they knew what I was really
thinking? But how could I not think about pharmacies in my intestines? Would they let
me back in then?
What if I stuck out my tongue like the blue devil I carry with me? What can be
read into the things I transport as I walk across the border with a gun holster and a
mask?
I cannot help but reflect on the last crossing guard I dealt with only a month prior.
Getting into Israel was a piece of cake (as long as one can get through the second metal
detector right before getting on the plane); it was getting out of the country that was not
quite so easy.
Like any good American tourist, I collected a few items to bring home as gifts. I
was in Jerusalem in early December and Christmas was coming up. So, with my blond
hair, blue eyes and innocent smile I entered the Israeli airport, waited in line and handed
them my passport. The agent looked at me, then at my passport, and immediately
consulted with another associate. The sterner superior agent asked, “What were you
doing in Malaysia?”
I smiled as I tried to keep my head from shaking the ‘what the fuck’ shake.
Paralyze those neck muscles, I thought to myself, and just keep smiling. “I was teaching
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on a floating university. We sailed all around the Pacific Rim and that happened to be
one of our stops.”
Ms. Stern Superior asked me a number of meaningless questions about the trip.
How long was I in Malaysia? Where in Malaysia did I travel? Do I still communicate
with people from Malaysia? Finally, the question came, “What is your religious
affiliation?”
I tried, but could not keep my ‘WTF’ agitation from vibrating up my spine.
“I have no religious affiliation. I am an artist. I associate through art.”
Well … that was it. They put me through the body search and began to dissect
my bags. One of the agents pulled out a glass bottle I was bringing back that had “Coke”
written in Hebrew. “What is this?”
“It’s a Coke bottle.” I knew they were referring to the Kafia I carefully used to
wrap it.
“No, this!” He shakes the scarf with frustration. “Do you know what this
represents?”
Of course, I knew what he thought it represented, and I knew I had bought it in
Jerusalem, and what that represented, but decided that was not the best line to give him at
the moment.
“I bought a lot of scarves,” I said. “See – Christmas presents for when I go back
home.” I pointed to the other colorful, non-Arab scarves.
“Do you have any electronic or time devices in here?”
That is when I started to wonder. What in the world do I have in my bag? What
do they mean by “electronic” anyway? Am I going to miss my flight? Then I saw The
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New World Border book by Guillermo Gomez-Pena being pulled out my bag.
Everything was out of the bag now, I thought—and smiled. Relaxing, I thought, well, at
least a good story might come of this.
After making my flight and arriving home, I displayed all the religious goodies on
our dining room table: icons, prayer beads, triptychs, coke bottles, candles, and scarves.
As I pulled the idols and contraband from my bag, my husband reacted to my tale of
border crossing.
“It is interesting that the Israelis would find the Kafia a symbol of threat but not
the Christian icons, when in fact the slaughter of the Jews by Christians goes as far back
as Jerusalem. And what about the Inquisition and the persecution by the German
churches during the Holocaust?”
I wonder when a scarf becomes an emblem, and an emblem becomes an icon and
icon becomes contraband? As I got off the airplane in Tucson, Arizona, a month later
and miles away from Israel, I was about to find out.
I would soon be back in the Middle East and back working with Gomez-Pena. My
interest in the Middle East began right before I was about to begin my first preparation
for my dissertation by joining CONVOCATORIA in Tucson, the winter of 2007. I
participated in the workshop shortly after being invited to ISRADRAMA by the
Consulate General of Philadelphia. I had gotten on their radar because of a production of
The Arab Israeli Cookbook, I directed at Chatham University. The play is a docudrama
that revolves around food and rituals in Israel and Palestine. ISRADRAMA is a
showcase of Israeli theater. I was asked to represent my region. The hope is that we, the
invited guests, would bring back connections and ideas for Israeli productions in the
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United States. I certainly came back with ideas. This was my first time to Israel and
although I knew a bit more than the average person about the Israeli/Palestinian conflict,
I had not experienced it firsthand. A simple and rather naïve bus adventure from
Jerusalem to the Dead Sea exposed me to gunfire, explosion, checkpoints, and “the other
side of the wall.”
It was serendipitous and troubling to be piggy backing my experiences with the
U.S./Mexican border with my recent trip to the Israel/Palestinian border. Both of these
experiences were pilgrimages for me.
Gomez-Pena has made his name synonymous with political performance by
turning himself into an idol, and icon, a totem, a pop star, a fetish, an effigy, constantly
questioning what it means to be these things, climbing in and out of these artificially
cultured “straight-jackets.”
In the 2007 issue of Journal of American Ethnic History, Elliott Barkan wrote an
article titled “Changing Borders, Moving Boundaries: Lessons from Thirty-five Years of
Interdisciplinary and Multi-ethnic Research “about being a white Jewish male in the
academic world as it has evolved during his lifetime. In the article, Barkan discusses his
time of working on immigration and U.S. History and makes a plea to re-envision
disciplinary boundaries. He suggests we spend so much time in our perspectives labeling
the differences, we forget to look at our own label.
Barkan explains,
As we cross boundaries into multi-ethnic studies, we must never be so certain as
to believe that our academic knowledge invariably trumps reality when often it is
the other way around. Even if the expressed perceptions concerning some such
issues are not always entirely accurate, they can still serve as valuable vehicles for
further discussion and insights into people’s views of the world. (90-91)
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This is the power of Gomez-Pena. He is a chameleon of humanity. He has this
ability to inhabit other cultures, ideas, and sexes and present them in manner where it is
not necessarily confrontational, as one is not threatened, but where the audience feels the
desire to confront, but to confront with curiosity.
June O’Connor discusses a similar approach, but specifically addresses religion in
her 2010 article, “Crossing Religious Borders,” published in the Journal of Ecumenical
Studies. She brings up the problem of
how to sustain one’s religious convictions while fostering openness and
receptivity to those of others, whether that receptivity is enacted in a spirit of
curiosity, hope, or love of neighbor. Historically, multi-religious contacts have
been pursued through risky religious border-crossings known as missionary
activity and inter-faith dialogues. Like geographic border-crossings, these lead us
into the unfamiliar. (2)
I am not sure who “us” is, as she is assuming we all hold some sort of religion,
however, O’Conner continues by explaining the drive behind her work, her case study
narratives, is to “suggest alternative ways of receiving and relating to the religious other,
and they show us how conviction and receptivity to others’ conviction can function as
dialogue partners, thereby offering possibilities for the rest of us” (2).
Again, I am not sure who “us” is, but maybe I can fairly conclude from her
findings that Gomez-Pena is a cultural missionary of inter-belief dialogue. This has been
my goal, my role, and my aim as I enter an inter-art-belief dialogue between the West and
the East. And as Barkran explains, “Even if the expressed perceptions concerning some
such issues are not always entirely accurate, they can still serve as valuable vehicles for
further discussion and insights into people’s views of the world.”(91) I have to
remember this not only as I go into a Muslim cultured country, but also as I make rash
judgments about people and places in my own Christian cultured country—especially as
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we go into a presidential election.
Border Crossing: Idols and Contraband #2
Deraisimo workshop participant:
Please bring with you at least five artifacts from your ‘personal poparcheological collection;’ including props, figurines, masks, costumes
and/or make up, which are important to your symbolic universe and at the
same time which have some iconic presence.
From the 2008 acceptance letter for La Pocha Nostra’s
CONVOCATORIA
We do not introduce our individual artifacts, but jump straight into working with
the objects. This leaves them without story or identity – without ownership. I can
blindly move in the space with confidence and place my body with the other bodies. We
build blind communities. We gaze into each other’s eyes and touch foreheads. We build
self-portraits using other people’s bodies and other people’s artifacts, always examining
the work of others and freely adjusting them, so we do not claim possession or license.
Gomez-Pena starts to give us themes or titles to our raw material exercise:
“Border Crossing, Carnivalistic Fashion, Post-Apocalyptic Saints and Madonna’s and
Terrorism Go-Gos”
He makes sure we know our role in the process. “Your imagination is projecting,
projecting images – always troubling you.”
We build a performance space with tape. This is the border of “in” and “out” of
performance. We start to build triptychs, one person at a time, followed by an action –
one person or one movement. Next, we add a traveler. All of this creates a performative
composition universe in which things make sense through symbolism. By always
considering planes and dimensions, this becomes a performative jam session, threedimensional interpretive jazz through bodies, accidental symbolic communities.
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This is when I discern the brilliance of the beguiling Roberto. His keen eye and
intuitive nature knows when to pull workshop participants in and out of the jam session.
He curates the space at the speedy brilliance of a conductor, running from one angle to
the next, pointing out planes and interpretations of the image by simple editing and
adjustments of props. I no longer think of him as “pretty” and am embarrassed by my
prejudice.
We split the group in half and each person chooses a raw material to work with.
We now have free use of the entire pop-archeological collection. Once we have created
out final piece, without talking, we begin to move the raw material/specimens into on
final tableau. The artist can move other artists’ raw material during this process. Once
the tableau is finalized and digested, the raw material is given power. From inside the
tableau, three different moves occur. Again, general themes are given to each exercise,
but it is amazing to see how much stronger the decisions are that are being made by the
raw material, as opposed to the artist who created it.
While I was making these pilgrimages across continents and oceans, I was also
making and inner journey. At the time I was reading lots of Victor Turner (1982) and his
words were confirming what I was experiencing.
Nor is communications through symbols limited to words. Each culture,
each person within it, uses the entire sensory repertoire to convey
messages: manual gesticulations, facial expressions, bodily postures,
rapid, heavy, or light breathing, tears, at the individual level: stylized
gestures, dance patterns, prescribed silences, synchronized movements
such as marching, the moves and “plays” of games, sports, and rituals, and
the cultural level. Claude Levi-Strauss was one of the first to call our
attention to the diverse “sensory codes” through which information may
be transmitted, and how they may be combined and mutually “translated.”
(9)
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These ideas found in From Ritual to Theatre: The Human Seriousness of Play,
these “sensory codes” are what I wanted to harness in an artistic tunnel of communication
with the aim of creating metaphorical passageways for the exchange of ideas through
these codes. I thought of them as the Underground Railroad, which crosses the border of
language, a system of tunnels that does not believe in the barriers of countries or in the
obstruction of segregated tongues.
In the spring of 2008, I was visiting with Amy Trompetter, my former professor
and long-time friend. I had recently been in both Tucson and Jerusalem and I wanted to
share those experiences with her. Amy runs a puppet theater in upstate New York; she is
usually one of my stops as I make my East Coast tour, visiting friends and family. There
is an old railroad path near her house where I run. After driving a good portion of the
day, I wanted to get a run in before it got dark. As I climbed up the hill and entered the
soft pine wooded forest, the texture of the path changed and I felt lifted up, I realized I
was running through stars, like driving through the snow at night only more far more
celestial. At first I thought I was having some sort of psychedelic flash back, when I
realized I was running through a forest of fireflies.
The Poetry of Things
This auto-ethnography was first performed at the National Communication
Association Convention just days before I was to leave for Chile and
ascend the Andes with a Chilean Shaman trained in the Mapuche
traditions, to begin ethnographic research on the efficacy of performance
in healing rituals. For me, autoethnographic texts express more fully the
interactional textures occurring between self, other, and contexts in
ethnographic research.
I have begun creating a self in and out of academe that allows
expression of passion and spirit I have long suppressed. However
academically heretical this performance of selves may be, I have learned
that heresy is greatly maligned and, when put to good use, can begin a
robust dance of agency in one’s personal/political/professional life. So, in
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seeking to dis-(re)-cover my body and voice in all parts of my life, I began
writing and performing auto-ethnography, concentrating on the body as
the site from which the story is generated, thus beginning the
methodological praxis of reintegrating my body and mind into my
scholarship. (Spry 2001, 708)
As mentioned earlier, I spent some time learning about auto-ethnography,
performance ethnography, and performative writing before jumping in with all six feet
(mine, plus a set to two little feet belonging to my twin sons Max and Calder).
One of the things that I admire so much about the work of Tami Spry and Ronald
Pelias is their ability to, as Peter Schumann says, understand “the poetry of things… the
tears of things.” There is an ancient quest in their work, similar to Schumann’s. This
poetry quote is from a radio session that Trompetter, a close friend, recommended to me
from David Cayley’s Puppet Uprising: Peter Schumann’s Bread and Puppet Theater by
the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation. In the opening statement of the show, Peter
Schumann’s work is described as being as “old as the stones.” Like Spry’s search in the
Mapuche traditions, my search is also for something personal and ancient. The following
excerpt is from a pilot study in the summer of 2009. This was designed to prepare myself
for the doctoral research. I have paralleled it with Spry’s work because I see something
reminiscent of her auto-ethnography, which is “interactional textures occurring between
self, other, and contexts in ethnographic research… creating a self in and out of academe
that allows expression of passion and spirit” (Spry 2001, 708).
Driving through these hills that sing in the sunlight, I reflect while
watching cows buoyantly graze the green fields, drifting like the clouds
above them, across the meadows. Is it the magical North East Kingdom of
Vermont or my psychedelic memories, lit by beams of sunbursts, which
make everything so defined? I have been here many times before – but
always to play, not to commit. Now, only committing a few short weeks
seems like very little. But a thirty-nine year old pregnant woman has a
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much different definition for commitment than a seventeen-year-old
Antioch radical.
Certainly, I was coming in search of something. Not that the
seventeen-year-old wasn’t searching for something as well. However, in
my youth I partook in drugs and alcohol to find spirituality, and now was
abstaining from such indulgences with the same goal.
The truth is I didn’t want to miss out on experiencing Peter
Schumann. Everything is much more fragile to me now; there is mortal
quality to my life that wasn’t there before. I am sure this is something that
comes simply with growing older. However, I have chosen to grow older
and become a mother. I carry with me two fragile embryos. My “wild
child” personality is not very good at being gentle with my body. But my
body is no longer mine – and the truth is – no longer is my life.
I, who was brought up with no organized religion, am searching
for a myth to believe in, as I know I will be building a world for two new
lives very soon. This is why Bread and Puppet is so intriguing to me at this
point in time. While searching for a nurture-based spirituality, I see my
mentors worship the work of Peter. As I drive closer and closer to an
experience I have been dodging for twenty years, I realize my
commitment to motherhood is another responsibility I have been dodging
for approximately the same amount of time.
As any artist will attest, their work is their children. I am no
different and did not only search for spirituality through drugs and
alcohol; I sought it through my craft and working with others. Therefore,
this combination of sobriety, motherhood, and being able to step into an
opportunity from the past, has created a fertile ground for reflective
practice….
This is a story about a ripple in time; a splash in the mud puddle of
generations with holey boots and bare feet. This is a story of war: a child
who grew up in it, doomed and destined to make art from/for it. This is a
story of choices, sacrifices, rituals, rites and a passion play of metaphor
leading into the woods. It is a story of a radical off-the-grid
dancer/sculptor who, as many will pledge, “fights for the underdog.”
The teller of this story is but a leaf floating in a mud puddle. She
bumps into other leaves, sails the ripples and hopes to one day be stepped
on by Holy boots, sinking to decompose in the sacred water. With the help
of singing worms and the sun, she longs to be transformed into mud,
resurrected and recycled into a papier mache puppet!
She drank the punch… and ate the bread. (La Follette, 2012)
These experiences with Bread and Puppet and La Pocha Nostra allowed me to
explore the “sensory code” or “pre-language” through auto-ethnography. Or, as Spry so
eloquently puts it in the earlier excerpt, “in seeking to dis-(re)-cover my body and voice
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in all parts of my life, I began writing and performing auto-ethnography, concentrating on
the body as the site from which the story is generated, thus beginning the methodological
praxis of reintegrating my body and mind into my scholarship” (708).
When I returned home from Egypt I had a follow up meeting with Michael
Olijnyk, co-director and Barbara Luderowski, founder and co-director of The Mattress
Factory Museum. The museum is renowned for its community-based programs and
initiatives, as well as for its groundbreaking exhibitions of new work by international
artists. In 1982 the Mattress Factory became a museum that entirely supports artists as
they create new site-specific installations. Similar in concept to a research and
development lab for scientists, the Mattress Factory provides a place where artists can
take risks and explore new ideas. Since that time, the museum has supported the creation
and exhibition of more than 600 site-specific installations. To have the space and staff
support from the museum was essential to the project. I had worked with the Mattress
Factory previously as a teaching artist and had brought Gomez-Pena in to perform,
playing the role of a producer; however, this would be the first time I would be playing a
curatorial role at the museum.
The first stage of the project was complete. Now it was time to begin the next
stage. In the fall of 2010 both the Mattress Factory and I, through ArtUp, the non-profit I
run, began raising money to support the Pittsburgh workshop portion of the project,
travel, and exhibition funds. I also had an invitation to come back to Egypt and teach at
an artist residency. This meant a possible second trip in March. What we could not plan
for was a revolution.

106
The Perfect Storm
When I think of the relationship between artists and society- and for me
the questions is always what it could be, rather than what it is- I think of
the word transcendent. It is word I never use in the public, but it’s the only
word I can come up with to describe what I think about the role of artists.
By transcendent, I mean the artist transcends the immediate. Transcends
the here and now. Transcends the madness of the world. Transcends
terrorism and war. (Zinn 2003, 7)
The above quote from Howard Zinn’s talk given to the students at the
Massachusetts College of Art in 2001 can be found in his book Artists in Times of War.
It is reminiscent of what Max Van Manen expressed in Researching Lived Experience:
Human Science for an Action Sensitive Pedagogy (1990), “An artistic text differs from
the text of everyday talking and acting in that it is always arrived at in a reflective mood.
In other words that artist recreates experiences by transcending them” (97). This ability
and quest to transcend is, I believe, something like our “sensory code,” something that we
all process and desire to exercise. With our new ability to transcend time and space via
the Internet, how could artists exercise transcendence?
Through my outreach and cross-fertilization work with my doctoral research, I
have had the opportunity to develop a close relationship with The World Affairs Council
and the American Middle East Institute, both of who support and cross program with the
Firefly Tunnel Project. During one of our cross programming sessions at the Mattress
Factory Museum as part of the SITES OF PASSAGE exhibit (the exhibit portion of the
Firefly Tunnel Project), I met and listened to Dr. Jack Goldstone, Director of the Center
for Global Policy, George Mason University School of Public Policy speak about, The
Search for Legitimacy in Government: Conceptualizing Change from Cairo to Wall
Street. I asked Goldstone if there had ever been as passionate a movement that traveled
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as swiftly, and covered as much ground as Arab Spring seemed to be doing. His answer
was quick and enthusiastic.
“Yes, there has been one other movement, the abolitionist movement. In just two
generations, slavery was wiped out.”
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Chapter IV: A Day in the Life…
In this chapter I delve deeply into the role of auto-ethnographer/storyteller to
present each entry, each section, and each image as part of “a day in the life” of the first
arm of the project, the first step across the sea of the unknown that made the rest of the
project possible. These entries are thus invitations to the reader to enter into the
reflections, observations, insights, and lessons encompassed within my circadian rhythms
during the course of this project.
Through thick description stimulated by excavating field notes, e-mail
correspondence, images, and other media, I intend to bring the reader with me as I time
travel back into the fourth dimension of this virtual and physical global exchange project.
In doing so, it is also my goal to provide a model for others to create projects in the same
spirit as the Firefly Project so that research and collaboration of this nature will grow and
continue on in to the future. I have thus included a brief step-by-step guide detailing how
to organize a project like this. The guide is included at the end of this chapter so that
readers can take the time to read the chapters before (and after) this guide to fully
understand the complex context of the project, of which the road has been steep and
uneven. Equipped with a map like this, ethical instincts, treasured friends, and quality
boots, no doubt other adventurous souls can continue to chart the course set upon here.
This project is fueled by the need to create a language of peace through the
actions of art. I do not travel alone on this journey. With the goal of culture crossing to
connect humanity, I bring not only my twin baby boys and a friend/assistant artist with
me; I also bring those who have traveled this road before I did. They are my guides and I

109
am in a constant make-believe dialogue with them. Inspired by the field note-taking
process of autoethnography, these muses banter with me throughout this chapter via
interwoven reflective sections titled “Musing with the Masters.”
This is the initial “ground breaking” phase of the project. The breaking of ground
can be messy. Nevertheless, faith in the project and the strength of ideology supporting
its purpose allowed the “messy” aspects of the process to become playfully reflective.
Conviction in the belief that humans can associate and connect through the arts is what
bonded the group and created a common catharsis and shared experience. Holding such a
conviction does not mean we need to solve the world’s problems, but rather that we are
driven to simply muse on them in a collaborative manner. This technique of connecting
and bonding through a symbol-based languag, built an ensemble of trust, exploration, and
discovery. We discovered the tears of things together, without always knowing why
there were tears, or why we would smile, or why we would be disturbed by an installation
or a moment. This “language” reached us on a deeper level than rhetoric, without always
knowing what was being reached. Or, as Bell and Simon (1997) explain, Schumann’s
idea of the joint experience rests on a sense of “sitting there together, without
understanding” in order to come to “some sort of agreement about the greater grandeur”
(19). Similar to Schumann, the purpose of my project is to create “a language, a
mythology that is to everybody’s understanding” (11), with the additional caveat that just
because we understand something, we do not necessarily also know it to be true. We are
simply seekers of meaning and meaning does not always mean knowing. As Clifford
Geertz wrote in The Interpretation of Cultures (1973), “Culture is public because
meaning is” (12). In pursuit of meaning, I am crossing a cultural border, publicly. To do
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anything that is public bring angst to most sane humans. Consequently, most cultural
activities take place as an ensemble via ritual, with a general audience; however,
camouflaging yourself in an ensemble, or a tribe, or even a teenage gang can elicit
trepidation within those who are seeking meaning.
A R(el)ational Note
At one horrific yet rational point in the middle of my teenage angst, I distinctly
remember sitting in our living room, listening to Pink Floyd’s “The Wall” and rocking
back and forth in a rather mercurial manner. I had come to the revelation that I was
merely the sum of my friends’ personalities, a great actor thief who had no character of
her own, but rather siphoned off the essence of others. Listening to Pink Floyd was not
helping the situation. Was I creating a different “me” because I couldn’t stand the “me”
that I was born with?
In philosophy and physics, Relational Theory is used to create either a reality or a
context/relationship between objects that have an ffect on one another. Humans are in
the wonderful position to be the builders of self, and together with others, the builder of
culture. As Geertz would suggest, we thus have the capacity to create our own reality of
self and culture. This would have been a horrific concept to me as a teen, yet in fact
Relational Cultural Theory offers us an opportunity for change. In Jena Baker Miller’s
article from 2000, together with Aleta Richards, entitled “Relational Theory and a
Dialogue on Social Problems,” she writes,
Only in Relational/Cultural theory does the capacity to connect with others in
mutually growth fostering relationships become the goal of healthy development.
In Relational/Cultural theory, the goal shifts from the development of the self to
the development of the self with- others. The question, then, becomes: which
societal factors contribute to creating mutually empowering connections and
which impede them? (2)
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Miller, who is the feminist writer/scholar/theorist mother of RCT (Relational Cultural
Theory, 1976), goes onto explain that by looking at human development as a life-long
process, we can reexamine our way of processing “or what we take to be the truth, for
evidence of bias,” investigating and scrutinizing the sociology of knowledge.
At fourteen or fifteen, I certainly wasn’t reading about Miller or RCT, however,
shortly after this period of turmoil, I launched a proactive maneuver that is
representational of RCT.
Relational/Cultural theory shifts the primary goal of mental health
and human development from a concern for individual needs to a
concern for the growth of the community as it is integrated with
the growth of the individual. Given this foundation,
Relational/Cultural theory is uniquely positioned to address social
problems. It offers a vision of human development that can change
the entire social structure. In fact, we believe that steps toward the
resolution of serious social problems like racism, classism, and
sexism (any “ism” in which someone is deemed deficient because
he or she is different from a dominant group) can be found in
Relational/Cultural theory. (2)
Similar to the above ideas, as a teenager I changed my school and chose new friends with
the great realization that these people would help build the Tavia of tomorrow.
Therefore, I was taking a creative role in the development of self. I took an active role in
student government (vice president) and became more involved in the world around me,
considering what role I might play in it. Needless to say, although Pink Floyd will
always have a place in my sad heart, I expanded my musical tastes too. I came to an
awareness and empathy that I had not possessed (as many teens don’t) previously.
In the 2008 article “Relational-Cultural Theory: A Framework for Bridging
Relational, Multicultural, and Social Justice Competencies” by Comstock et al., the

112
authors discuss RCT and the importance of being able to move through the connection or
relationships we have, deciding which ones to nurture and which ones to disconnect with.
Being aware of how all relationships move through these different phases
is referred to as relational awareness. Acquiring this relational awareness
is the first step in developing more sophisticated relational capacities that
enable one to identify, deconstruct, and resist disconnections and obstacles
to mutual empathy in counseling relationships and in the broader culture.
(282)
I tell this story not because I want to share my rather normal teenage angst with
the reader, but to suggest that just like every baby is a mini “big bang theory” of
possibility, every teenager is a metaphor of society, forever in a transformational process,
able to make his or her own choices and develop his or her own relationships in a manner
that shapes who they are and how they function. Life is an ongoing process of
processing.
All of the people the reader is about to meet are now a part of me. I will choose
to divulge the details of some relationships more than others. In the case of Essam Serry,
I will make the choice to end the relationship. The reader will soon understand that the
reason why I, as my adviser puts it, “allow him so much ink”–is that he is a metaphor for
what the Egyptians will soon be rising up against. Through the cultivation of my
relationships with the young artists, I was given the strength to forge forward and truly
understand the oppression that they did and sadly still are fighting against.
The following is a report on the first steps of that process through the captured
self-reflection of data via my field journal.
Ode to a Field Journal
Michael Taussing’s latest work I Swear I Saw This (2011) includes a meditative
look back at the field notebooks he has collected over the past forty years while working
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as an anthropologist in Colombia. Field notebooks are an extraordinary concoction of
raw material, reflections, observations, and drawings or other images. Taussing (2011)
makes the argument in the preface that field notes are a “type of modernist literature that
crosses over into the sciences of social investigation and serves as a means of
witness…proof is elusive when it comes to human affairs…Thus I felt it was time to
think a lot more about the first phase of inquiry” (xi). This chapter is a sort of ode and
homage to those who practice the art form of “elusive proof.”
The Cast of Characters
The following are characters who play major roles in this chapter and who will
pop up again throughout the project.
-

Tavia: The author, a mother in her early 40s. Raised with East Coast
stubbornness, she uses humor and friendship to guide her through trouble.

-

Max & Calder: The young babies of Tavia, who at 8 months have already
defined their Ying and Yang personality traits.

-

Emily: A young artists in her mid 20s who has never left the United States. She
brings with here tattoos, drive, punk pedagogy, and a love for Max and Calder.

-

Essam: The oppressive director of the Egyptian residency. Somewhere in his
50s, he is a metaphor of the Mubara k regime.

-

Farouk: The friendly manservant to Essam. Somewhere in his 40s, he is the
essence of the serving class.

-

Hend: A strong headed and talented artist. Somewhere in her mid-20s she has
traveled throughout the Middle East and has a good understanding of
contemporary thought.

-

Ramy: A fresh and daring young artist who likes to live on the edge.
Somewhere in his mid-20s he has the best grasp of “American culture.”

-

Mostafa: One of the most spiritual Muslims in the group. Somewhere in his late
20s he is the most poetic in the group and follows his instincts with brave pride.
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-

Nouran: A young experimental sound artist who has a scientific outlook and
insight into the world she moves through. One of the younger artists, just about
20.

-

Noha: An old soul, who like Mostafa has a very spiritual side that guides her
work and her decisions in life. She is in her mid-20s.

-

Corey: The only American in the group, a high school and college football starturned artist and spiritual seeker, now living and working in Cairo and in his early
20s.

-

Amado: A Sudanese artist in his 40s who is the most developed and confident in
his art, his life, and in his moral character.

-

Assma: One of the youngest of the artists, she is troubled with old ideas that
limit her freedoms as a woman ad as an artis.

-

Sumar: Not one of the CORE artists, but a character who lives and travels with
us. She is engaged and has a great sense of humor.
The Cast of Muses (in Order of Appearance)

-

Heewon Chang: Associate Professor of Education and Organizational Leadership
at Eastern University, she is an American/Korean educational anthropologist and
autoethnographer whose research interests lie in multicultural education, cultural
identity, and gender issues. A certified teacher, her most recent work is on selfreflection and autoethnography.

-

Michael Taussig: grew up in Sydney, Australia where he became a medical
doctor. His interest in anthropology brought him to London where he earned his
PhD and moved to the United States to teach at Columbia University. His work
focuses on Columbian’s rituals in society can hold a reflection of western
capitalism which cannot be seen from a capitalist vantage point, arguing that true
capitalism can only be seen from the periphery.

-

Ronald Pelias: is Professor of Speech Communication and the Director of
Graduate Studies for the Department of Speech Communication at Southern
Illinois University Carbondale. He is a poet and Vietnam veteran whose research
interests lie in autoethnography, performative writing, and performance theory
and criticism.

-

Jerome Bruner: is known for being one of the innovators in the cognitive
revolution in psychology. After spending time at Oxford researching the
development of language, he returned to his native New York to teach at the New
School and look at the narrative construction of reality. Other current interests lie
in the role that anthropology, linguistics, and psychology play in the practice of
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law.
-

Mary and Kenneth Gergen: are a writing team who together and separately
research the sphere of performative social science. Senior professors at Penn
State and Swarthmore, they are both American psychologists.

-

Clifford Geertz: is an alumnus of Antioch and Harvard. An American cultural
anthropologist whose work focused on symbolic anthropology and its role in
public meaning making, he taught at the University of Chicago and Princeton.

-

Michael Herzfeld: is a British social anthropologist who currently teaches at
Harvard. His research interests lie in social theory, history of anthropology,
social poetics, and the politics of history in Thailand and Europe, with a particular
focus on Italy and Greece.

-

Tessa Muncey: is the Associate Dean of Research and Postgraduate Education at
Homerton College, School of Health Studies, at Cambridge in the UK. She is an
autoethnographer whose research and background is in nursing and teen
pregnancy.

-

Carl Leggo: is a poet who teaches in the Language and Literacy Education
Department at the University of British Columbia. His research focuses on the
exploration of art and aesthetic development, cultural studies, curriculum studies,
language education, research design, and method.

-

Sarah Mackenzie:is an Assistant Professor of Education at Bucknell University.
Her work is grounded in her experience as a teacher in which she uses art-based
research to build epistemologies around the process of pedagogy.
Getting My Feet Sandy
The First 24 Hours: Rooftops and Judgments
The hassle of disassembling a double stroller, placing it on the X-ray machine

beltway, while juggling screaming babies, along with your shoes, their shoes, your carry
on, a laptop, jewelry, declared baby food, milk, diapers, and hand sanitizer makes air
travel a rather unpleasant experience for all involved. It did not help that we were
already running late, quite literally bouncing down the sky walks at JFK to get to the gate
on time. Somehow we made it in just enough time to purchase an adapter…sadly it still
blew our beautiful sound machine away. No ocean waves to lull these babes to sleep.
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Only desert winds. We will all have some adapting to do.
There was no air conditioning on the plane until it took off and although we were
lucky to be able to board first, we were the first to start cooking too, and as the number of
people entering the plane rose, so did the temperature. Exhausted, Max stopped
screaming and fell asleep, and then Calder. They slept for almost the entire flight. Of
course, dear Emily and I were not as lucky. These days, it is hard to get comfortable
enough on an airplane alone, nonetheless with a baby strapped to your lap.
Emily has been with us since the beginning, the beginning of “the boys” that is. I
knew Emily because she worked as an intern with ArtUp, the gallery/performance space I
run. Since the boys (Max and Calder) arrived, Emily has been a part of their lives and a
part of ours.
On the screen in front of us we had a selection of movies and TV series to choose
from. We could also get flight information and watch an image of our plane cruise over
the digital world. Every 10 minutes or so, the screen would flash up a virtual version of
our plane accompanied with an arrow pointing which side and how far we were from
Mecca.
Lesson # 1: Always know the direction of Mecca in case it is time to pray.
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Figure 4.1. Mecca screen image from the airplane.
Palm trees and Pandemonium, not exactly the travel B=brochure pitch of Egypt,
but inspiring all the same. Within 20 minutes of being in the country, Emily and I saw
everything from wild Egyptian driving with no lines on the road (they guide each other
with their horns) to Nile dream cruises, and camels neck to neck with BMW’s. People
were washing their horses in the streams along the road and riding donkeys like bicycles.
Kids with sticks tried to steer the long-eared beasts, little legs rhythmically flapping on
either side of the round, hairy belly. It was hard to tell who was driving.
Essam, the director of Artist Residency Egypt (ARE) his fiancé Shaza, and his
assistant Farouk greeted us when we arrived. The view from the balcony was just like the
brochure. We were given a tour of the space and Shaza showed me how to make Turkish
coffee. I was trying to be open minded when she smiled, handed me the coffee, and said,
“We will give them credit for the coffee,” however, this was just some foreshadowing.
Within my first few hours of being in Egypt, Essam started telling me about his
foreign interactions. He explained that his father had spent time in the United States and
hated it. He shared his personal history of living in both Germany and England, marrying
women from both countries, and how he had a daughter currently living in London.

118
Essam proceeded to give me a lecture about all the things he does not like about England,
Germany, and Western Civilization in general, making sweeping judgmental comments.
All I kept thinking was, Is this really the way to welcome a Western artist into your
home? Were these hypercritical views supposed to make me feel welcome? Or was he
just trying to show me that he had the background to be disparaging?
Musing with the Masters: A Confessional
Heewon Chang (2008) observed:
In confessional and emotive writing, you are free to expose confusion, problems,
and dilemmas in life. Personal agonies, usually hidden from public view, are
often subjects of confessional and emotive writing…Autoethnographers’
vulnerable self-exposure opens a door to reader’s participation in the stories. This
open invitation to mutual vulnerability may appeal to readers and evoke
empathy…However, confessional emotive writings do not always enjoy favorable
reviews. (145)
Dear Heewon: As I look back on my field notes from the summer of 2010, it is so
clear to me that Essam is a representation of what the “the old regime” was like. It
saddens me so, that two years and a revolution later, the country is still being run by
intimidation and fear. This idea of Essam being symbolic of what the young people of
Egypt revolted against, will organize itself like the people of Egypt. It is not my goal to
criticize his character, but rather give the reader just a taste of the society. I experienced
firsthand the use of intimidation and paranoia as a way to rule. I want to make this point
clear, but I fear my recordings and description of my interactions with Essam will
dominate the writing and scare the reader away; however, his need to dictate is a signifier
that foreshadows things to come.
It is also important to understand that before I even arrived in Egypt, I was
accepted into the ARC (Artist Residency Cairo) program, not the ARE (Artist Residency
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Egypt). I received the following acceptance e-mail from Linda Cleary, manager of ARC
only 27 days after giving birth to two beautiful baby boys.
Date: Mon, December 28, 2009 5:44 am
To: <tavia@artup.org >
Dear Tavia
I hope you are well.
We received 62 applications for the 2 stipend places and the standard has been
very high. Due to this we have decided to award some other types of
arrangements as well as the stipends. There are a few artists, such as yourself,
who will include other visiting artists/ attendants/ partners in their work. Your
application was also one of the most inspiring, clear, highest quality and
interesting proposals.
We would like to invite you to be a resident artist at ARC for a period of up to
one month and receive free accommodation and evening meal. Payment must be
made for your family but we can award a certain discount for this arrangement
depending on which room you take for your stay (double or 4 bed). If your
husband runs any workshops then we can also work out some further arrangement
around that; but we would still charge room rates for him and we will have to
work out a price for the children.
Please let us know if this is agreeable to you and confirm the dates that you will
come.
Many thanks, Linda
Linda Cleary
Manager
ARC - Arts Residency Cairo
an open artists' residency situated by the Pyramids
http://www.artsresidencycairo.blogspot.com/
I was soon to be informed that Essam and Linda split ways and that Linda was
opening up her own residency. As anyone who works with other humans on a developing
concept or project knows, there are often conflicting personalities and ideas that can
cause turmoil in these early stages of development. Having started my own non-profit
arts organization, I was very familiar with such a scenario.
I try to depend on the inner little moral barometer inside me I call instinct.
Although my inherent insight cried out that Linda was more trustworthy than Essam, I
also knew I needed more space to work in than the apartment she was offering with her

120
new incarnation of ARC. Linda is also an English woman living in Cairo. I felt that for
my research and workshop purposes, I needed to have the connections of an Egyptian,
one who knew the country and its customs.
The project would have been a very different one had I chosen to work with Linda
instead of Essam. As the reader will find out, I crossed paths with Linda again and Essam
later reneged on his offer of “free accommodation and an evening meal,” which was
included in my acceptance letter.
Heewon Chang (2008) characterizes analytical writing as follows:
In analytical writing, essential features transcending particular details are
highlighted and relationships among data fragments are explained. The analytical
discourse, grounded in specifics, sows your ability to see interconnectedness
within the case…keeping a balance among descriptions, analysis, and
interpretation in qualitative research and writing is applicable to autoethnographic
writing. (146)
Much was discussed and assessed this first evening on the roof. It felt oxymoronic
to be overlooking the great pyramids of Egypt, while my expectations of Essam
descended.
Abrahim, Essam’s business partner, joined us for dinner. He is much smaller and
more reserved than Essam. He shared photos of his family with us. Abrahim reminded
me of a Beatrix Potter drawing, a children’s story animal character, perhaps some kind of
kind woodland creature. He is a proud a Christian but the quiet and observant type.
Farouk ran out to get the veggie and lamb kebabs. I was already a big fan of
Farouk, who hardly spoke any English. I admired him especially because he could handle
Max, the more vocal and outright opinionated of the twins. Farouk, named after the king
of Egypt, has a friendly smile and depending on how wide it shines, one can catch his
checkered missing teeth. He smells of smoke and never has a cigarette without offering
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one to everyone in the room. His high energy and comedic kindness, tied up in his
submissive position, reminded me of a sort of Egyptian Stan Laurel.
Essam did not like the way Emily, the boys, and I interacted with Farouk. He felt
he needed to give me a lesson in how to deal with the hired help, essentially enlightening
me that hired help such as Farouk were uneducated and not very bright. He told us that it
took one of his “hired hands” three tries to go down to the store to get him the right pack
of cigarettes. As someone who has done a lot of work for human rights, and who does not
believe “stupid” can be equated with lack of access to education, I felt like telling him he
should go get his own pack of cigarettes. But I held myself back. This was something I
was going to get very good at.
We were up on the roof until two in the morning discussing politics and the
residency. According to Essam, when the Egyptian and Arabic world found out that
Charlie Chaplin was part Jewish, they didn’t care. I told Essam I knew Chaplin was antiNazi but had never really thought about whether or not he was Jewish…or really cared.
Essam shared lots of observations and information with us that evening. For example, 80
years ago the grandmother was at the helm of the household—the family all lived
together, with the sons and daughters moving into the same house. Now the women go to
school because of the free education and there is no more family infrastructure. There is
also no one to work in the fields, so the trade is lost. “People are now over educated and
lawyers are driving taxis,” explaind Essam.
He also warned us about political art, “You can attack the Prime Minister but not
the President. When the president first got elected, he was rather broad and smiled a lot
so the people started calling him the Smiling Cow…you know …like the cheese! All of a
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sudden all the Smiling Cow cheese products started to disappear from the shelves.
Mubarak is in his 80s now and is still the president. His son is in the cabinet and running
the show. But this is the best democracy….if we don’t like a president…we just shoot
him,” Essam laughed.
He shared another joke or a phrase that I unfortunately remember. The term: “It’s
as good as a Sudanese supermarket.” He explained, “This means it is not good,”
elaborating further, “The Sudanese, who come from the desert, are meant to be lazy and
if you go to the grocer and ask if them if they have something—they will say ‘no.’ You
respond, ‘But I see it up on your shelf.’ And they will say, ‘Oh yeah, go on up and get
it’…lazy Sudanese.”
Was Essam trying to prove something to me? These odd declarations were
making me more suspicious when I had a feeling they were supposed to be doing the
opposite. All I can see is a very aggressive and obviously very insecure small man, in a
large body. He was quite broad himself, and must be six feet tall. Egyptians seem to be
pretty tall in general. He was round, but not in a jolly way. Essam’s furrowed brow,
thinning hair, and sharpened scolding fingers prevented that first impression.
The idea of stereotypes and how they move and morph from one culture to
another is of interest to me. I often wonder how ancient specific stereotypes are and how
readily they can be converted.
I was a little worried about Emily’s tattoos. She has them all over her body,
including her neck, hands, and legs. They are not easily covered. When I asked Essam if
he thought they would attract attention. He said that in Egypt it is normal for a woman to
decorate herself with Henna. On the other hand, Egyptians find it odd when a man has a
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tattoo. In the face of Essam’s expressions of prejudice, I then wondered why it would not
be perceived asodd to openly voice bigotry while hosting a cultural exchange. I
considered how can might alternatively categorize things and organize them in our brains
without labeling them with prejudgment?
Living our days in the dark would become a culturally well designed preference
as an alternative to the heat of and Egyptian summer. The call to prayer is as romantic as
I imagined. It doesn’t hurt that we have a mosque right down the street!

Figures 4.2-4.4. Three images from the rooftop of Artist Residency Egypt.
Searching for a Sitter
The boys were seven months when I brought them to Egypt. I remember certain
people responding to our upcoming trip by saying in a rather appalling tone, “You are
taking your babies to Egypt?!” I simply responded in a very matter-of-fact voice, “They
have babies in Egypt.” The boys have been to Egypt twice now, and taking them with me
has become normal.
Essam had two people come over to help us as we interviewed babysitters,
Abrahim, Essam’s business partner, and Farouk, Essam’s handyman/shop manager.
Emily and I wish we could hire Farouk as a babysitter but did not think that Essam would
be willing to give him up.
The first candidate was Jane, a Slovakian Muslim woman who wears a hijab. Her
scarves were layered in shades of pale blues framing her crystal cobalt eyes with her
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round pale face. She looked like Calder and this made me like her right away. I tried to
shake her husband’s hand when they entered but he would not take my hand.
Lesson # 2: Let Muslim men lead when introductions happen.
I apologized to her saying, “Sorry –I didn’t know and I have so much to learn!”
She told me that some men can shake hands and some can’t. I guess he can’t. I was far
more surprised than offended. It turns out Jane’s husband is studying to be a doctor. I am
not sure how he is going to manage not touching people….
He is a Palestinian, which I did not know until after he left. Although Jane had a
friendly face and Emily and I liked her right away, she didn’t have much experience with
2 boys or babysitting. She looked after her brother who was born when she was 15. Her
husband made sure to explain that she knew all the numbers for the hospitals and that she
knew first aid, etc.
When they left Abrahim was not all that thrilled. He explained that the husband
was Palestinian and she was Slovakian–there was no way to track them or check their
credentials. They could leave Egypt and with the boys at any time. They have no ties to
the country. This was a very scary thought. As our hearts sunk to our stomachs, we knew
this was not something we wanted to ponder for long.
The next interview was with Usama Zakaria. I had been e-mailing the husband
about his wife. He explained that his wife loved kids. Both Emily and I liked that she was
a mom. That was a pro compared to Jane.
Usama shook my hand when I opened the door and introduced his wife, much
smaller and all dressed in purple with a sad droopy puppy dog like face. They came in
and she looked at the boys, but went and sat with her “husband” and Abrahim in the
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corner where they were meeting. I asked her to try holding a baby. I happened to have
Calder on my hip when I opened the door so Max was her first. He was not in a good
mood and did not handle being picked up by a sad stranger in purple very well. It is hard
not to blame him.
Emily and I felt bad for her, so Emily took Max, and I gave her Calder with a
bottle. We gave her a tour of the apartment (as we did with Jane) and then she came back
to sit with Calder who immediately feel asleep in her arms.
We had calmed Max down by this time…with Farouk’s help…and decided to
give her another chance. Max saw Emily and I, so we hid and watched from the mirror in
the kitchen. She managed to calm Max down and we congratulated her. But the poor
woman didn’t speak much English and looked so freaked out and scared about the whole
experience, everyone watching her trying to calm Max down…which we all know is not
an easy thing to do! Max has already made a reputation for himself as the troublemaker.
For some, that is a challenge. People behave differently with babies in different counties.
Here they snap their fingers and make funny, almost clicking sounds with their tongues.
When they left, Abrahim said that she was better than the first because they could
track her down to an address and get some history on her…but he also said that in no way
was Usama her husband. Abrahim explained, “Here in Egypt, men marry their equals.
They don’t marry below themselves. She was from a village and spoke very little
English. Usama spoke very good English and was probably servicing her out.” From
what I got out of it, Abrahim thought Usama had a whole network of women that he
rented out. What a horrible thought. That night I kept seeing her sad droopy puppy dog
face, wondering if she is going to get in trouble because we didn’t hire her?!
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One of the problems with finding a babysitter in Egypt is that Egyptians do not
use babysitters. They use their family. It is odd for them to think of leaving your child
with someone who is not in your family. Makes sense …but sadly we are not in that
position here or back in the States.
We interviewed three other candidates and went with Gigi, a preschool teacher
and a Christian. The first woman I have met since we arrived who does not cover her
head. Gigi was younger than the others and only lives down the street. She picked up
Max as soon as she walked in the door. I had to tell others to try out the babies…she just
went right for them. A good sign! She also told us that today was the first day she had not
worn all black as her mother died on August 15th almost a year ago.
People and cultures process death in a multitude of ways. Although Gigi’s
mourning time of wearing black and exhibiting publically her mother’s death was
officially over, it was clear to me that she still had lots of processing to do. Gigi and the
Christians I met in Egypt, women mainly, have tattoos all over their hands and arms. This
was very interesting to me as it is not something one generally associates with
Christianity in the States, or in Western culture. And the manner in which the tattoos are
executed reminded me of the Buddhists I saw in Thailand. They are done by hand, very
rudimentary, almost branding, crosses on the hands and wrists.
Essam asked me in a very critical tone, “Where did you get these village
babysitters anyway?” I explained to him a guy who studied computer technology, about
Craiglist and other posting places via a university database out of Texas. I am not sure if
he was pretending to not be aware of such things (hard to tell with him) or if he was
really naïve. Either way, he shrugged his shoulders, turned his back and again gave me a
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lecture on how it is not a part of the culture here in Egypt. Soon Essam would find out
that these people of “the village in the city” would raise a child of revolution!
The Village in the City
Emily and I took regular evening walks. She is gaining more confidence, which
gives me confidence. I have been warning Emily about how little kids can feed on
tourists. This was the first time Emily had left the United States and she was not familiar
with certain scenarios. One evening we wandered into some sort of fiesta/block party
with lights, dancing, and music. All of a sudden we were swarmed with children who
wanted to take us to the Sphinx. Emily was far too friendly and when we tried to leave,
they surrounded her, wanting to touch the boys, asking their names, hands all over. I got
us out of there, as an older man shooed them away. A few brave ones tailed us but we
lost the rest when we went into the grocery store. We needed toilet paper anyway. It had
become our local market and they were starting to get to know us. It is nice to have a
neighborhood. I am sure we were the talk of the block! We certainly were the only
foreigners living around there. Essam refers to this area as “the village in the city.”
In the “village” we had our first Egyptian pizza. According to the Egyptians the
Italians stole the idea from them. Everyone loves Max’s name, especially the kids. I
guess it is a usual name in Egypt. They keep saying it over and over extending the X
when repeating it. I love the way the pronounce Calder’s name too—with a French
accent.
People like to take pictures of the boys. I can see why—they are exotic. Some
people even pose with the boys, asking if they can hold them. At first I was rather
reluctant. But they seemed to love it so.
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Musing with the Masters: A Cocoon of Self
In the opening chapter of I Swear I Saw This (2011), Taussig describes the “three
seconds or less” moment and drawing that was the inspiration of his book. He is riding in
a cab, going through the freeway tunnel on his way to Medellin, Colombia. He can see
people lying down in the tunnel. When he asked why they would be doing this, the
driver responded, “Because it’s warm in the tunnel.” Taussig describes the woman he
sees, “And she is sewing the man into a white nylon bag, the sort of bag peasants use to
hold potatoes or corn, tied over the back of a burro making its way doggedly to
market…I made a note in my notebook. Underneath in red pencil I wrote: I SWEAR I
SAW THIS (1).”
Michael Taussig (2011) observed:
More self than one’s self, this ancillary organ called the fieldwork notebook plots
a course between change and story. Lying here in the dark at 5:30 AM, writing in
my notebook one week after my drive through the tunnel in Medellin. I feel warm
and enclosed. I can hear a slight drizzle outside, radio news crackling, footsteps
outside on the pebble-covered path. No cars, no electricity. No TV. The
bedspread is embroidered with beautiful blue flowers, the delicacy of which
stands in such vivid contrast to the workaday reality here of mud and rain. The
flowers are the same color as I have painted the nylon bag into which the woman
by the freeway is sewing the man. I too am being sewn into my cocoon. (137)
Dear Michael: I haven’t heard the rooster yet…but it is 3:30 AM and sadly I just
got Max to sleep about twenty minutes ago. I just heard the clippie-clop of
horse/donkey/camel hoofs echoing down the hallow street. Everyone has gone to bed and
I know I should too. The reverberating hoofs remind me of the call to prayer. A private
calling. I feel at one with the beast, like the burro with the nylon bag. Doggedly.
Clippity-clop. Not sure if I am waking up or going to sleep.
Ronald Pelias (2004) mused:
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My search for form is an autobiographical quest that uses the data of everyday
life, real and imagined, to articulate a self, to find a self’s center. It lets me
become a traveler who is always asking how I might make sense of what is before
me and how I might fit in. The search for form requires, more than anything else,
the maneuvering of self, sometimes putting the self forward, sometimes holding
the self back: sometimes confessing, sometimes testifying; sometimes sticking to
the facts, sometimes using fiction to tell the truth. (71-72)
Dear Ron:The power keeps going out. Clippity-clop. Not just here in the
residency space but in the whole neighborhood. Clippity-clop. Maybe that’s a sign I
should power down as well. Clippity-clop.
Egypt in the Sunlight
Today I saw Egypt in the sunlight for the first time. This sounds funny because
when you think of Egypt…all you think of is desert and sun. But it is summer and
everyone tries to stay out of the sun as much as possible. Today there was no sleeping in.
We had to go shopping today to cook for the artists’ arrival, the first meeting, and final
cut of the Core Artists.
Sarah, Essam’s secretary/our on-call babysitter came over at 1 PM. Emily and I
ventured out into the day for the first time. All of our previous trips have been in the
evening after sunset. We decided to go to the “village in the city” where the marketplace
is and where we also knew we could catch some good pictures. The evening isn’t so great
for capturing people and events, as I usually have to use a flash, which tends to spoil the
moment and the shot. The people here have such beautiful, sculpted, leathery faces.
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Figure 4.5. Queen of the Market. Photo by Tavia La Follette.
Emily has now officially had two formal proposals! I even got a lovely plastic
ring, all golden and ruby like, out of one of her suitors. They are not anyone we know,
just strangers on the street. She was thinking about getting a ring before we left, but I
think she is getting a kick out of the attention. I am getting a kick out of watching it!
The boys are helpful when it comes to keeping away men’s comments in general.
Even if our sleeves or dresses are too short, we look like a family. Everyone thinks Emily
is my sister. I told Emily that was great…as long as they didn’t think I was her mother!
Even though on this outing, we were without babies, we couldn’t seem to escape them.
Just like people wanted to pose with Max and Calder, when they saw Emily and I, they
wanted us to hold their babies, and then they would take pictures with their cell phones.
Is it possible that we have some sort of strange reputation in the “village in the city” of
being the “White Women with Babies”?!
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Figures 4.6-4.8. The village in the city. Photos by Tavia La Follette.
We got some wonderful shots in the market place and along the streets. But I
didn’t want to leave poor Sarah alone with the boys for too long, so we went back to the
apartment after a couple of hours. I later went out again to grab a few more items from
the grocery store and to try to change some money. I was aiming for the pyramids, as that
is where the tourists and moneychangers would be, but it had always been too dark at
night to head down some of the smaller streets. I just didn’t feel comfortable traveling
poorly lit streets, with the boys on our backs, very clearly being foreigners. In the
daylight the colors glow in the Egyptian sun, reflecting smells and echoing tastes of time.
I felt much more safe and adventurous.

Figure 4.9. Can’t escape the babies. Photo by Tavia La
Follette.
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Fig 4.10. Colors glow in the Egyptian sun. Photo by
Tavia La Follette.

Figure 4.11. Reflecting smells and echoing tastes of time.
Photo by Tavia La Follette.
Even though Essam assured me that crime is almost nonexistent here because
people take their religion very seriously, I don’t like to take chances, especially with the
boys. So I headed for the pyramids while it was still light out. I guess we are the talk of
the town, as I walked by a corner store, people called out, “Where are the babies?” This is
when I met Abdulla, who took me to the top of his building for my first glimpse of the
Sphinx. His rooftop gave one a view over the wall. He explained that the government had
built the wall about four years ago to keep the tourists from getting free peeks. After the
roof, Abdulla took me back to his house to meet his family and have a cup of tea. I tried
to explain to him that I needed to get back to the babies and that I was just out to go
shopping and change money, but he insisted. I tried to pay for the tea but he told me, “No
money! We are friends now. Money comes and goes…it is easy. Friends are hard to
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find.” I wonder how many times a day he says that with the tourists? Does he always take
them to his house?
Abdulla and his son asked me what I thought about President Obama. I told them
that I voted for him but that I was disappointed in him. I asked them what they thought.
His son explained to me that Egyptians don’t talk about politics very much. It is hard
enough to get the food on the table; so most people are concerned with that. Essam is in
the position to talk about politics. I don’t think Abdulla’s family is.
On Thursday, after Aaron, our documentarian arrives, I hope camels and Abdulla
will lead us all to the pyramids. We will have to wake up early though, while is still cool.
Apparently, we can do it in an hour or so. I asked if it was safe to bring the boys and the
whole family assured me it was.
Another Agenda
We went over all the artists today and added a few to the Wednesday meeting that
could be possibilities for the Core group. I know that I am the first artist in residence here
and I am sure Essam wants everything to go smoothly, but he seems to have his own
agenda and I am not so happy about it being executed during my time here; however, I
also I wanted to make sure that the workshop would happen.
It seems to me that Essam is anxious to activate the space. Maybe he is getting
pressure from his board of directors, I do not know. But he wants to have artists working
in the ARE space, that are not a part of our group, but who can be exposed to some of our
ideas. Essam has proposed that these artists and the classes should be run out of the same
space, like a school, but under the mentorship of an Egyptian professor named Dr. Ehab.
Through many e-mails back and forth, Essam and I worked out a system where there
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would be a group of CORE artists that I curated in, which would be the nucleus of my
work. There would also be PARTICIPATING ARTISTS who would be under the
Egyptian mentors’ influence, but might jump into some exercises or outings with us and
certainly observe the work we are doing. Lastly, there would be a CALL AND
RESPONSE group consisting of members of outside organizations, whom we would
invite to interact with or lecture to us. In these back and forth e-mails in which I uneasily
flushed out these categories with the aim of protecting the project from Essam’s private
agenda, I also made it clear that my accepted proposal was like a signed contract that
needed to be honored, not only in terms of my obligation to the funders, but also by him
as the host organization. The following is an excerpt from my e-mail to Essam:
I need to keep this first portion of the project (this residency at ARE) as it
was originally designed in my proposal to you. This does not mean that we
can’t have different components of the project as a larger whole (the
expanded version), but if we divide this first time to Egypt and the
workshop into separate components, that will not work. I have already
received funding from the Heinz Endowments which is helping to make the
trip possible. I am running a parallel design of the workshop here in
Pittsburgh which is also being funded. They need to mirror each other in
order for the Firefly Tunnel to work. The proposal that was accepted by
ARE is also part of my performance ethnography dissertation. I have also
applied for other funding (nationally and internationally) with the same
design. I need to honor these organizations, grant makers and the academy
by sticking with the original design and philosophy behind the project. The
research depends on the unique mix of artists, working together in this
intensive work environment (approx. 6-8 hours a day for up to 3 weeks).
(e-mail message, June 9, 2010)
By the time I had arrived in Egypt and far too many e-mails back and forth, I had
selected artists that I wanted in my CORE group. Essam had met and interviewed all the
artists but this was the first time I would be meeting with them. We received a total of 44
applications. Essam had cut that number almost in half by the time I got to Egypt. I did
not like that he was the first representative of the project that the artists saw nor that he
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essentially made cuts without me. Again, Linda’s warnings haunted me.
Meeting the Artist
Emily, Farouk, and I were up until 5:30 in the morning trying to figure out what
had happened to Aaron, our young Pittsburgh Art Institute graduate, who (hopefully) is
coming to help work on the project as a documentarian. Aaron was due to arrive in Cairo
at 2:20 AM on a flight out of Amsterdam via NYC. At 4:30 AM, the driver called both
Farouk and Essam to say, “Mr. Aaron did not get off the plane.” Of course, this made us
all extremely nervous, was he stuck in customs, or did he somehow miss his connection
in Amsterdam. Where could this guy be?!
We are trying to hunt him down and all I had is his Expedia.com itinerary. Our
wonderful Farouk somehow managed to get an English-speaking KLM flight information
guy to talk to us. It turns out the Aaron is not landing until 2:20 AM on the 22nd…not the
21st…even though Expedia had listed the 21st on the itinerary. The KLM gentleman told
me that this mistake happens all the time with transatlantic flights, but to be honest, I still
don’t understand why Aaron was not on the flight.
Lesson # 3: Get your transatlantic itinerary from the airline, not the agency!
I woke up this morning and went straight to work, cooking and getting ready for
the first day. We had 22 artists coming, plus the ARE team to cook for. We were making
American food, burritos! It was my job to cook, do an introduction/talk about the project,
meet with artists who are on the maybe list, and make a final cut for this evening.
I had to cut a very cocky sculptor fellow and a few other artists that just didn’t
stick out for me. But I think we have a very interesting group. It is going to be hard, as
most of these folks have no idea even what “conceptual art” means. They are taught in a
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very traditional format, no contemporary art. This is partially related to the tenets of the
Muslim religion. Much of the work is just reproducing what they see. But I see this as an
important challenge and I already have some favorites. Mostly the wacky dysfunctional
ones. These are the risk takers and the mold breakers. I was not interested in curating in
artists who were not willing to be experimental. Therefore, I cut the artists who seemed
too rigid in their work and philosophy as well as artists who were too wishy washy or
unsure of themselves. We would be creating a new language together and I had to make
sure these artists had something to say.
The boys also had their first day with Gigi. Poor Calder had a hard time today
with his teeth (first one coming in!) and Max has a mean diaper rash. I was away from
them all day long. I think the longest I have been apart from them. I found myself
missing them deeply.
I don’t think we will be riding camels tomorrow morning, as Aaron, Emily, and I
will probably be going to bed just when the camel guy Abdul is getting up. Yet I know it
would be good to make the trip before the project gets into full force, otherwise we might
miss out on the experience.
The Gentleman in the Hallway
There is a gentleman who seems to live in the hallway. When we first arrived he
helped us with our bags. He sits on fresh flattened cardboard carefully laid out on the
marble entrance and lobby area. We live in a small apartment building with a gate that
locks the front part of the building and which leads to a few steps, then up to the front
door. He tends to hang out in the area between the gate and the door. He is very attractive
and clean, but always looks surprised when we come in, as if we just woke him up. He
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nods and opens the door for us. He doesn’t speak any English and he doesn’t smile. But
he always seems to be there and the other people who live in the building don’t seem to
mind. So I guess I shouldn’t either. He just seems so sad.
Last night, when Emily and I were staying up waiting for Aaron to come in from
the airport, there was a knocking at the door. At first we thought Aaron had arrived early,
we went to the door, and it was the man from the hallway. He kept saying something in
Arabic and clutching his hands. Of course Emily and I had no idea what he wanted. We
asked if he was okay and even invited him in to use the phone. He shook his head no,
wouldn’t come in, and just kept repeating the word and making this gesture with his
hands. He came to the door three more times and finally gave up.
Essam explained to us that the man in the hallway is a sort of “doorman” and that
he pays him to sleep/live there. The man sort of “holds the fort.” He also collects the
trash and that is what he was asking us for. He probably kept coming back because he
was worried he would get into trouble for NOT collecting it. I feel sorry for this man, but
also see a sort of wildness that I am not sure I should trust. He seems unknown and
unreachable, quite beautiful, but not safe to touch. Not that I would step over my bounds
and touch him anyway. I wonder if he is very devout and doesn’t approve of Emily and
my behavior?
Essam enlightened me that when one of his “workers” goes out on an errand for
us, we should tip them. He didn’t really need to tell me that. The truth is, I like to go out
and get my own things. We do not need assistants to go get things for us. I asked him if
Farouk should get tipped every time he helps us. Essam explained that Farouk is different
and that I should just give him a big tip at the end of the residency.

138
Emily and I came to the conclusion that Essam is a cross between a Diego Rivera
and a Blue Meanie.
To the Pyramids!
Today we went to the pyramids.
From our air-conditioned Egyptian flat we took a tuk-tuk to the camels led by
Farouk, man of all trades! Apparently, Farouk used to work in the tourism business and
we were greeted by his childhood friend, who gave us the inside tour. The journey began
early in the morning so we could take the boys. I captured their first ride in a tuk-tuk and
the streets of Giza (or the village in the city).

Video 3. Max and Calder’s First Tuk-Tuk Ride to the Pyramids!
The next stop was lemon soda and aromatherapy: Sandalwood oils and
Eucalyptus breaths, we inhaled. This was just the beginning of the adventure while we
waited for our tour guide to arrive. I was feeling guilty that I wasn’t using Abdulla and
his family, especially since they were so welcoming. But both Farouk and Essam assured
me that this would be a much better experience. Farouk used to work at the pyramids and
has friends and family who still do.
“Sister, sister, this is a gift for you. You are a friend of Farouk. He is a good
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man!” And she hands me a fine glass bottle. This is the only the first of the numerous
times a local would tell me what a good man Farouk is. We already know this. Farouk
knows everyone and I later find out his brother is a guard, a position that Farouk once
held. We have a magical pass that gets us VIP treatment…Farouk’s friendship.
Rosa and Mahmud lead the camels through the desert, their plastic sandals
flopping in the desert dust, young toes aged in the dust bowl atmosphere. I think about
their feet and how they are prototypes. Prototype to the angelic faces of 10 year olds;
by18, they will have earned the sculpted leathery profiles of their ancestors.
The pyramids are surreal to say the least. I see them. I recognize that I am
standing next to them. Even with the sun baking me like a piece of clay, the camel
causing me to grip with leg muscles I haven’t used in years, somehow, I still feel like I
am flipping through a National Geographic in a waiting room.
They don’t recycle here and that seems very real to me. It is so hard for me to
throw bottles and cans away. I know Essam and Shaza think I am mad as I pile up rows
of unrecyclable plastic.
Before getting on my camel this morning I slugged down my Lemon drink (7up),
looking around for what to do with the can, Farouk reached out his hand and I released it
to him. I didn’t notice, and Emily didn’t tell me until we got home, that Farouk caught
her eye, as if to show her what to do with her 7up, and proceeded to toss it over his
shoulder and into the street.
There is trash everywhere here, plied up in overflowing dumpsters and scattered
to the edges of the street like fall leaves. One of the artists told me the other day that she
used to go through the trash—picking out special pieces and making mini installations in
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her bedroom windowsill as a child. I, of course, found this incredibly endearing and look
forward to learning more about her.
Even when we throw our trash away in the trash can, placing it carefully in the
hallway, where it gets picked up by the gentleman who lives in there…I have a sneaky
suspicion that it just ends up piled and scattered somewhere down the street. It would be
quite an installation, to take all the garbage and build a pyramid out of street rubbish!
Climbing on to a camel’s back is not an easy thing. I was trying to focus on the
weight of Calder and how that affected my balance, but those absurd backward bending
legs were so hard not to stare at. Camels are no smooth ride, they look romantic in
pictures, but everyone agrees, horses are the way to go. Next time….
When I downloaded the photos from today, I realized the most magical time for
me was when we were hanging out with the guys who work at the pyramids. It was like
sitting around the Union Hall or lunchtime at the construction site. Both of these things I
was very familiar with. It was clear we got royal treatment because of Farouk and his
connections. Of course, having babies always helps too.
Musing with the Masters: Recycling of Self
Heewon Chang (2008) notes that “Interestingly, the concept of self varies at
different times and in different cultures” (23).
Dear Heewon: I can’t help but to keep brewing on this absurdly classist society or
“hierarchy” as Essam keeps putting it. I think about Farouk and the tossing of the can into
the street. It is a bitter metaphor for himself. I know that he would not be sharing his
family and friends with his “boss.” I certainly see, and I hope Farouk can see, his wealth
and how that is recycled. I wonder what I will neglect to recycle into self while I am
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here? Will the opportunity be gone after I leave? Will it evaporate or can I leave some
sort of etching through field notes and images?

Figure 4.12. Cooling Off with the Great Pyramid Crew. Photo by
Tavia La Follette
Jerome Bruner (2002) wrote that,
we constantly construct and reconstruct our selves to meet the needs of the
situations we encounter, and we do so with the guidance of our memories of the
past and our hopes and fears for the future…Self-making is a narrative art, and
though it is more constrained by memory than fiction is, it is uneasily constrained,
a matter to which we come presently. Self-making, anomalously, is from both the
inside and the outside. The inside of it, we like to say in our Cartesian way, is
memory, feelings, ideas, beliefs, subjectivity. Part of this insideness is almost
certainly innate and species-specific, like our irresistible sense of continuity over
time and place and our postural sense of ourselves. But much of self-making is
from outside in—based on the apparent esteem of others and on the myriad
expectations that we early, even mindlessly, pick up from the culture in which we
are immersed. (64-65)
Dear Jerome: I have not heard from Farouk in a long time, although we are
Facebook friends. I recently checked his page and it has not changed since we first
became “friends.” I do wonder about him, but the English ability that he does have is
spoken, and I am not sure how good his writing skills are in general. I wonder how the
revolution affected him and if he is still working with Essam. I pray that he is not, but I
also hope he has a job, preferably with someone who appreciates his generosity,
dependability, and spirit.
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I know you believe (and so do I!) that “self is probably the most impressive work
of art we ever produce, surely the most intricate” (Bruner 2002, 14), but how can I take
the self-making process and apply it or recycle it into a different self? A self that is not
me but has been so generous to me? How can I show self-making pictures of my
“memory, feelings, ideas, beliefs” to those who helped create them? How can those
pictures recycle into those who made them possible?

Figure 4.13. To the pyramids!

Figure 4.14. Mom, Max, and Sphinx.

Let the Workshops Begin
A Beginning and a Baptism
Today was the first day of the workshop and I think it went really well except for
a few stumbling blocks…and one of them is a big stump named Essam. I have been
trying really hard to have a positive attitude about him, but today he almost pushed me
over the edge. I kept my cool; I can be pretty good at that. I pride myself in that, I can get
along with anyone…unless I am pushed too far and then, I know I must find a way to
change the situation.
On two occasions during the workshop, Essam jumped into the middle of an
exercise and “exercised” his own opinions and ideas on what was happening. I found this
incredibly disrespectful and control seeking…not to mention he has no idea what I have
planned or where I am headed. There were four other PhD students in the room, all of

143
whom are specialized in the arts as opposed to computer science, and none of them felt it
was necessary to interrupt and jump in. I feel like almost once day he goes on and on
about the hierarchy of a “PhD” in the Cairo culture, or the hierarchy of the class culture,
or the hierarchy of Essam. It is a shame because he is his own worst enemy. I can vaguely
see a good man in there somewhere, and he is obviously very bright, but his pomposity
gets in his own way….and now it is starting to get in mine.
When I asked him what he thought of today, he kind of shrugged, said it was good
but then said he had done similar exercises in England when he taught there. All I can
think is, “Really, you do performance art exercises with your computer science
students?”
Today was the first day. And I let him jump in twice. I am sure he was there to
make sure everything went well, however, if he does it again I will have to pull him aside
and ask him not to. If he can’t refrain himself after that, I will ask him not to attend the
workshops. If that upsets him and we can’t work it out, Emily and I will get a cheap hotel
with the boys somewhere until we leave, and offer to run the workshop out of some other
space.

Figure 4.15. Essam stands above us. Photo by Aaron Hollan.
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On a very positive note—we had already had a performance piece up on the roof
from the American in the group. Everyone stayed late to watch it. Corey Sattler is from
Monroeville, Pennsylvania. He has been working at the American University of Cairo.
He explained that committing to this workshop released him from a job he hated and he
did a ceremonial necktie burning on the roof top balcony at sunset. It was a perfect
ending to our first official workshop.
We are being invited to events left and right by the young artists. All of the
participants are working and interacting well together and coming up with great ideas. I
have some very bright people in the group. It is an exciting collection to work with and I
know I can take them to new levels….if I don’t get interrupted.
Another other funny/sad thing is that Gigi, the babysitter we have hired to watch
the boys, is very religious, religious in an old school gypsy sort of way. She told me that
the boys should not look at themselves in the mirror because they have angels who are
surrounding them, and if they look in the mirror, the angels will disappear.
She is also worried that someone in the workshop has an “evil eye” cast on them.
She wouldn’t tell me who, but she was really concerned when she found out that the boys
were not baptized. I laughed when she told me this and realized quite quickly that she
wasn’t kidding. I told her to go ahead and baptize them if it made her feel better. Now,
she wants to take me up on the offer! I told her I would have to ask for Gary’s (my atheist
husband) permission first. I suppose it could be something to say, baptized in
Egypt.
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Figure 4.16. Who Cast the “Evil Eye”? Photo by Aaron Hollan.
I also told Gigi that neither of the boys’ grandparents was alive and that I liked to
believe that they are angels watching over them. She seemed to like this idea. Gigi also
thinks that she can get Max potty trained. I am not sure how she can do this when he
can’t even sit up on his own or tell her that he has to poop…but she said she had potty
trained her son before he was one. She is going to bring in his trainer potty tomorrow. I
think it is something that will keep her busy…kind of like the baptism.
Feeding the Troupes
Today was another very frustrating day with the administrative mechanics of
ARE, but yet another very successful day when it came to the workshop.
I took everyone one shopping last night in hopes we could do a big shop, figure
out what people like to eat, and build a whole communal eating/cooking scenario,
however, I quickly learned that no one cooks for themselves or even knows how to go
shopping!
Lesson # 4: Egyptians tend to live at home until they are married and that is when
they learn to cook and shop. Often, they move into the home of the family, so the cooking
and shopping gets taught that way, a sort of hands on training. So I am shopping and
living with 25-30 year olds who do not know how to make rice. I don’t mind cooking for
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everyone once or even twice a week but every day is far too much.
There is a whole debate among the administration and myself about asking the
participants to bring a bag lunch, which would decrease the cost as well as the work.
People have offered to do this, explained that they often did this in college, yet I am
being told from the administration (a.k.a. Essam) that this is something that is not done in
Egypt. Very confusing! All of this is very frustrating and seems unnecessary. Especially
since in my acceptance letter I was told accommodation and an evening meal would be
included. Now, somehow I am buy and cooking for over 25 people?! Nonetheless, the
workshop is going very well. The participants’ work has improved so much in just one
day. They easily debate and critique one another’s work as well as take chances. Yet
there are still some major cultural differences and it is taking Emily a while to adjust.
Everything will work out. As I keep saying to Emily…the project is the most
important thing. And although we get little sleep and are go, go, going all day, the
fantastic people and work that is coming out of it far outweighs the things that get on our
nerves. For example, one of my favorite artists, who to me seems more like a mad
scientist, Nouran Sherif, is so enthusiastic about having an audience and an ensemble to
share her ideas with. She is a sound artist who brought in her work to share with us and
offer lessons to other artists, showing them how to use the various programs. Aaron has
also offered to give lessons in editing programs. Video seems to be a new medium for
most of the artists and they are very enthusiastic to learn. They are also extremely
enthusiastic to share their knowledge with each other. This, partnered with the quick
camaraderie that is growing among the group, gives me great energy and counterweighs
the other difficulties that revolve around the physical residency itself.
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Tomorrow night we are going to an art opening with some of the participants.
Tonight I am hopefully going to get some sleep before 2 AM…however, Calder is up
with me now…laughing his head off. His screams of content are contagious, hopefully
not to sleeping Max. Maybe I can pass on a few viral yawns.
Flushing Out the System
Today was the 3rd day of the workshop and our 11th day here in Cairo. I was
starting to really struggle to hold on to my sanity. Things were just piling up, in a
constant state of trying to put the closest fire out first, living in chaos while trying take
care of babies, and grown-ups, and the project….
I did the best thing I could possibly do today after the workshop, which was bust
out of the residency, and flush away the Essam tension my body was holding on to. It
seems like no matter what my plans are, I can’t seem to get to sleep until 2:30 AM
anyway…so why not at least get the hell out of the apartment? The artists have been
trying to get me to go openings for the past few nights. Tonight, I said yes. Max and I
went out while Calder and Emily stayed here.
We went to an opening of modern Egyptian artists and Max was the bell of the
ball. There were tons of media types, taking pictures and doing interviews with the artist,
but for some reason they were shooting pictures of Max like crazy! It was very bizarre.
And then this one photographer had Aaron (our documentarian), Max, and I stand in front
of these painting as if we were looking at them. They were my least favorite paintings in
the show. I think the photographer just assumed we were a couple because Aaron was a
Westerner too. Very interesting.
It was great for my head to just get the hell away from the residency space and
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enter into the city. Emily and I have not had the opportunity to do any exploring beyond
the local area. It did my soul good. Even just to drive in a car and see a bit of the nightlife
was nice.
When I got home from the art opening one of the most talented artists in the group
said that this was the best workshop he has ever done! These are the comments that give
me patience for the other red tape and administrative mosquitoes that buzz around my
ears.
I would soon figure out that leaving the residency was the best way to flush out
my system. Although it was a beautiful place to be and create work, it was also extremely
congested and had the lingering odor of tyranny. This was not conducive to creative work
and although we created some beautiful work the first few days, it was nothing compared
to the freedom of outside.
Here are some images of our first few days of work:

Figure 4.17. The main studio space with lots of light. Photo by
Aaron Hollan.
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Figure 4.18. Gathering around for discussion. Photo by Aaron
Hollan.

Figure 4.19. Use of the stairwell. Photo by Aaron Hollan.

Figure 4.20. Abrahim and Rammy in deep discussion. Photo by
Aaron Hollan.

Figure 4.21. A break on the balcony. Photo by Aaron Hollan.
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Figure 4.22. Aaron documenting. Photo by Tavia La Follette.
More Garbage
Nader is another Egyptian artist I found via Facebook and the Internet. He is a
really interesting artist who I was hoping could work with us, but he now lives in New
York City. We correspond about my time in Egypt and the “Zabaleen People”:
Well, yeah i know what u mean about the trash, its just unbearable, but u missed
one very crucial insane detail: where all the trash goes, is a point hardly just
outside the city where it all gets dumped. The ppl of that village, hand pick every
piece of trash for recycling, egypt has therfore some of the best recycling in the
world. Additionally, most of those ppl called Zabaleen (literally means garbage
ppl) from the trash village, are chrisitan and used to farm pigs there, which they
fed the trash to, but since last year all the pigs were slaughtered, because of
“swine flu”. So now thers no pork in egypt. So its gonna get crazier, if that is any
reassusarnce ;) Yes my mom, would love to meet you ! She is very social and
always likes to meet new ppl!! my mothers fone number is XXXXXXXXX her
name is Mary! please keep me updated, and let me know if there is anything you
need!
I may just take Nader up in his offer, if we need a place to get away to!
Time seems to evaporate like the water around here. Of course I know it has to do
with how busy I am. But I wake up at 9 and all of a sudden it is 11 and time for the
workshop. Then, when the workshop is over, by the time we put the boys to bed and do
what needs to be done it is already midnight, and then it seems to take another 2 to 3
hours to actually get to bed. Ahhhhh… Egypt.
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I met with Essam today and of course he had not even read my e-mails, which
raised all of the financial issues that need to be addressed. Or at least he said he had not
read it. My guess is he did. He said that I was lucky it was going so well. I told him that I
thought that it had nothing to do with luck.
I then told him that we appreciated the position and option to have the support of
the “hired help,” but that we don’t need it and it seemed wasteful of people’s time. We
never even asked for the help AND I am expected to tip them? I am not used to having
servant-like people around to run my errands for me and I don’t like it. I told him that we
didn’t need them but that all their hard work has been much appreciated.
To be honest I am soooo sick of even talking about all this administrative bullshit
and miscalculations–it is exhausting. Not one person in the house (the artists, Emily,
Aaron, me, etc.) likes Essam, so it makes for a bitching party. It is exhausting and boring.
We are in the position we are in and we just need to move forward. My guess is this
“residency” is not going to last long with Essam at the helm. He doesn’t know a thing
about art, artists, or how to work with them. I knew he was a bit sneaky and sketchy
going into this, knowing what I knew about his last artist relationship. I made this choice,
so I will deal with him and move on.
Today was a great but also challenging day.
It was the first time the participants went out into the streets and they came back
so very excited about their first human installation. They really are starting to use and
think about space in a much more conceptual way. They are learning how to work with
each other and look to each other for ideas. It is very exciting!
I started the day with a bit of a lecture, asking people to clean up after themselves.
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The place is a mess and living with 10 people is hard enough. Having another 10 come in
and spend the day messing the place up…has been unnerving to say the least. My
obsessively clean husband would never be able to survive a minute here. Being someone
who is used to living with him, I feel like I am in a constant state of trying to hang onto
my sanity. Everything is dirty and disorganized, which makes my brain feel that way!
We have now set up a cleaning list with jobs each day; everyone is going to bring their
own lunch, so I don’t have to worry about that.
Today we did some 10=second human installations in the apartment that were
incredibly successful. This is a wonderful groundbreaking exercise because they don’t
have time to think. They just have to fill the space with their bodies, only considering
levels, space, and alternative actions once they are in them.

Figures 4.23-4.24. Two 10-second installations. Photo by Aaron Hollan.
We then split up into smaller groups and did the same thing but this time I gave
them a title and they went outside. Up until this point we had been creating pieces and
then coming up with titles, so this was the first title-driven piece.
The assignment was: The City That Rumbles Within.
Here are some samples from the afternoon:
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Video 4. Egyptian Tea song

Figure 4.25. Walled Humanity. Photo by Aaron Hollan.
The artists came back so excited to talk about their work. There was fantastic
energy in everyone and I was so proud of them. But we then ran into a problem I had not
considered before. At lunchtime a young women named Meena, brought it to my
attention that she was extremely upset. It turns out that Aaron had posted a photo of her
smoking out of a hookah on Facebook. This was something that she had done in another
artist’s installation. She was the raw material and the hookah was a prop. Therefore, she
was the sculptural material, she didn’t create it.
Lesson # 5: Facebook is taken very seriously in Egypt
Apparently, Egyptians use Facebook for everything and even businesses are run
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out of it. This is something Essam is trying to do. Meena can get into HUGE trouble with
her family if this is seen out of context. She is not allowed to smoke, period. And even
though she was only just posing for someone else’s image, she was scared to death and
was literally in tears when she saw it up there.
I had figured out how to deal with this privacy issue with the website, where the
artists would exchange material, but not on Facebook, which has few privacy safeguards.
We had a long discussion about it and decided that everyone would take down images
and promised not put up any photos from the workshop on Facebook. Besides, it is
exposing the work to the public before it is ready to be seen. It also is putting people in
compromising positions culturally. Although I was sad that it made Meena cry, it is
actually quite an interesting problem to have.
Tomorrow we are going to do some more human site-specific installations on the
way to and around the pyramids. It should be fun but also incredibly hot. Good thing the
boys won’t be with us this time.
Musing with the Masters: Absorbing the World’s Offerings
Mary M. Gergen and Kenneth J. Gergen (2012) observed:
There are many signs that print is slowly giving way to visual communication.
Although this seems to be the trend, we scarcely see this at the end of the printed
word. It is largely with words that we construct the meaning of events…We
search for increasingly rapid means of absorbing the world’s offerings. Alas,
reading requires time, and unlike reading, graphic work can often speak with
immediacy. The choice between the picture and the thousand words is always
with us, and the contemporary media ecology the picture will tend to win out.
(165)
Dear Mary and Kenneth: My impression and use of Facebook (FB) has changed
so much since summer of 2010. The Egyptians were way ahead of us on so many
different levels. Or perhaps it was me who was so far behind? I remember getting so
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upset when I found out that the only place Essam even put out the Artist Call was on FB.
I remember the artists asking to see my FB page so that they could look at my work. I
tried to explain to them that I never (and still don’t) use my FB page as a way to exhibit
my work. It is much more for a personal way to connect with friends and family, where
embarrassing images from high school were posted and tagged. They seemed confused
by this and thought I was mad to not use it as a tool for my work. Just a few months later
it would be used as a tool to organize a revolution!
What is also interesting to me is how quickly they were able to grasp the human
installation work. Having hardly any back ground in contemporary installation or
performance art, they took over spaces with their bodies and designed them with little
inhibition. Perhaps because of their age (most under 30), comprehension of media
ecology and visual communication is easily digestible; however, it seems to me that
because of the media ecology we are recycling our more ancient instincts and processing
modes. As you mention, we are a society who uses words to “construct the meaning of
events,” but we are now developing and evolving that society to a culture that needs to
construct meaning without words, a global culture that can communicate through
symbols. Therefore, even though these young Egyptians may not be literate in
postmodern art practices, they are literate in aesthetic representations and therefore they
have great instincts to site specific humans installation work.
I think this is why they could so easily jump into the work, not only
comprehending the installations though critique and analysis but also accessing a felt
knowledge, absorbing “the world’s offerings” through aesthetics and “contemporary
media ecology” (Gergen & Gergen 2012, 165).
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Return to the Pyramids!
Today we returned to the pyramids and Montezuma’s Revenge returned to me. It
started this morning when I was describing how much better Calder’s bowel movements
were...and all of a sudden…I didn’t make it to the bathroom. All I could do was be glad
we hadn’t left for the pyramids yet.
Max has not suffered from anyone’s revenge. He is almost to a point where I can
say he is crawling…which of course makes things very dangerous. A more mobile Max!
Besides my physical problems, I am having financial problems as well. I can’t get the
travelers checks changed here. Apparently, the Egyptian banks are worried about fraud.
The ritzy hotels charge five US dollars a pop, which just isn’t worth it if you have a
bunch of $20 travel checks. Grrrr…
Lesson # 6: Don’t bring Traveler’s Checks to Egypt!
However, the afternoon made up for all my frustrations in the morning.

Figure 4.26. The Irresistible Human Pyramid. Photo by Aaron
Hollan.
Musing with the Masters: God’s Eye Perspective
According to Gergen and Gergen (2012):
performance pursuits may express a particular point of view, often passionately.
Yet the very fact that the expression takes the form of play informs the audience
that in spite of its power, the message is an artifice—created for the occasion. “It
is serious but not ultimate.” Compare this with traditional empirical work, in
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which researchers do all they can to suppress the signs of subjectivity. They write
from a god’s eye perspective: “This is the way it is.” Realism and rigidity walk
hand in hand. As we see it, performance work does make declarations about the
real and the good, but simultaneously removes the gloss “is True.” Performance
pursuits continuously remind us that everything remains open to dialogue. We
are all included! (55)
Dear Mary and Kenneth: It was interesting to see how the Egyptians’ work
around the ancient pyramids was so playful, compared to what I imagine a foreigner’s
work might be. The symbolism and romance behind the great wonders are so powerful.
Similar to the way the Egyptians were uninhibited by modern and contemporary art, their
work around the pyramids was rooted in something much more deep than all the
stereotypical propaganda us Westerners might be influenced by. Their “playing with
purpose” had no “gloss”–actually, no agenda! They were not intimidated by the “god’s
eye” of the pyramids or of academia and this made their “purpose” pure, yielding a true
play.
I was also fascinated by how much we could get away with in regard to climbing
and creating play all over the ancient artifacts. From my own experience of doing sitespecific performance in the States, we would never have been able to get away with the
work we were doing. Never were we asked to move on or who we were. Sometimes the
guards were even a part of the audience.
The following are images of some of the work done that day.
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Figures 4.27-4.30. Four images of human installation at the pyramids.
Photos by Aaron Hollan.
.
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The Cleaner Who Doesn’t Clean
Egypt, or at least my experiences in Cairo thus far, consists of many oxymoronic
circumstances. However absurd—I am getting a lesson on my limitations as a mother, a
leader, and an artist.
Musing with the Masters: Semiotics at the Bottom of My Cup
Clifford Geertz (1973) wrote:
Finding our feet, an unnerving business which never more than distantly
succeeds, is what ethnographic research consists of as personal experience…the
aim of anthropology is the enlargement of the universe of human discourse…it is
an aim to which a semiotic concept of culture is peculiarly adapted. As
interworked systems of construable signs (what, ignoring provincial usages, I
would call symbols), culture is not a power, something to which social events,
behaviors institutions, or processes can be casually attributed; it is a context,
something within which they can be intelligibly—that is, thickly described. (1314)
Dear Clifford: I obviously perceive everything through the symbolic lens of my
own unique “waspy East Coast Eurofile” upbringing. But I should have read the
semiotics in my Egyptian tea leaves when I first arrived at ARE.
I find it wonderfully ironic, as the first foreign resident and guest here, that I love
everything Essam complains about: the lost youth, the lower reigns of the hierarchy, and
the heat. I swear, Emily and I complain far less about the heat than any Egyptian,
however, as foreigners, we don’t have to wear all the layers most women do.
There are these other marvelously oxymoronic things like the cleaner who doesn’t
clean. Maybe it is because she comes on Fridays (day of prayer), but she looks like she is
working so hard, moving all around the kitchen, and filling the wash with laundry, the
bath with soap, but after she leaves, nothing looks any cleaner. It is a beautifully poetic
performance/magic trick. I have no idea how she does it but she is quite a master!
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There are all of these bright young people who are dying to be independent and
take control of their lives, yet they don’t know how to boil an egg or make rice. My
uncashable traveler’s checks are like absurd play money. There are seatless taxi vans,
cars with no seatbelts that go well with the lawless roads. I drive in fiats with beautifully
crafted dashboards and receive cakes from artists’ aunts, who travel 2 hours just to drop
them off. And it makes sense!
According to Clifford Geertz (1973):
Understanding a people’s culture exposes their normalness without reducing their
particularity. (The more I manage to follow what the Moroccans are up to, the
more logical, and the more singular they seem.) It renders them accessible: setting
them in the frame of their own banalities, it dissolves their opacity.
Emily HATES Essam and I think the feeling is quite mutual. I don't trust him at
all. And his presence just makes everyone here uncomfortable. I wish I were in the
position to separate from him. It will make ARE look terrible as they have put out all this
publicity around the project. If we leave, especially considering Essam’s track record
with the last ARE/ARC Westerner, I imagine the organization would not survive. But
maybe it shouldn’t!?
What I have to take into consideration is the fact that other CORE artists traveled
very far to come and stay here. It is not fair to them, as they will have no place to stay if
we move the project base. I would have to find a space that could put all of us up. Yet my
sanity is suffering. Trying to find some quiet work time has become completely
impossible. Max is not sleeping well and Emily is not so good at dealing with babies in
the night. Somehow she manages to sleeps right through their cries—even when next to
them, in the same bed. This makes Tavia sleep time minimal.
I will not make any moves until I am assured that everyone has a safe and secure
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place to be. If we can stick it out here, I will, as this will be best for everyone involved.
But if Essam keeps questioning every move I make, and that the artists make, I will have
no choice. I get the sense that he can be very violent too. I know he thinks that I need to
stay here in order to complete my dissertation. He has alluded to this in a threatening
manner but he does not know me very well, or the Antioch program, or how an
autoethnography works, or how devoted the artists are to the project. Obviously, if we
moved, some will leave. But the strongest and most devoted will stay. I don't WANT to
do this. But I will if I think it is necessary.
There is angst brewing in the group and it is clearly of Essam’s doing He
intimidates many of the younger artists and females. We have had the past two days off
(Friday and Saturday), and maybe the break will bring a renewal of energy; however, in
speaking with the artists that stay here at the residency, it is clear that Essam put “the fear
of Mohammed” in them before we broke for the weekend. I will bring this up at our
meeting on Sunday. I don’t understand Arabic, so I often don’t know what he is saying.
But his body language speaks loud and clear!
Slang of “The Cleaner”
A mop reflects on these symbols, looking at her changing reflection, rippling in
the
bucket of dirty water.
Ripped off, you get taken there
The Mob calls one in to fix a situation
She stirs herself in the dirty water and gets to work
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Message to America
Today I took the artists to the KFC/Pizza Hut that is right outside the main
entrance gate to the great pyramid. I told them that we were going there to do some live
installation under the heading “Message to America.” However, this was not my plan at
all. My plan was to find a neutral zone away from the ARE residence where we could
freely talk.
On Thursday night (the beginning of the weekend here), Essam gathered all the
artists, had a meeting, and asked them to fill out a survey. Of course, I wasn’t invited to
this meeting, it took place during my workshop time and he didn’t even talk to me about
it until right before it was about to happen. Even Egyptians will tell you this is very
Egyptian, to do things the last minute, but Essam has lived in the Western world and has
rudely interrupted our work before. Very distracting.
As the meeting was about to begin one of the young artists turned to me and said,
“I feel as if I am about to go into the principal’s office.”
Friday was our day off, which I spent trying to do some catch up on both sleep
and motherhood. The artists that traveled from far away to do the residency are staying
with us and sometimes it is hard to cross the room without entering into a 45-minute
conversation. This is of course great and exciting, but not conducive to alone time.
It came to my attention that many of the artists were upset about the meeting with
Essam, which kept them an hour over the workshop time. Many of the artists are Muslim
women who like to be home shortly after the sun sets around 8 PM. They were very
disturbed that I wasn’t at the meeting and were upset with Essam in general.
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Some Fulbright teachers came to observe us today. I knew it would be a good exit
afterward. So…off we went to American fast food for a meeting. After 2 weeks of being
in Egypt, it was surreal to be in a KFC/Pizza Hut, with the pyramids in the background
and all of the Egyptian artists ordering pan pizza!

Figure 4.31. Pizza Hut meeting with artists. Photo by Aaron
Hollan.
At this meeting I was able to talk to the artists about the Essam meeting in a safe
place. Apparently, Essam told the artists that I was financially responsible for all their
food and travel while they are here. This is not a responsibility that any human wants to
take on. It is not like in the States where you can’t wait to reach 18 and live on your own.
If you don’t get married…you don’t leave the house. Hence, there are lots of unhappy
and arranged marriages, but that is another story, for different entry.
Musing with the Masters: Back-looping of Connections
Michael Taussig (2011) notes that:
What makes fieldwork diary unique is its property of combining these distinct
types of time, the forward propulsion of day-succeeding-day chronology,
combined with the sudden back-looping of connections that come about with
reading and rereading the diaries. (50)
At the meeting the artists told me that many of them wanted to stop doing the
project after meeting with Essam, but because they came to work with me, not him…they
decided to stay.
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During Essam’s meeting he had them fill out an evaluation form of which I have
yet to see. I was asked to leave the room while they filled it out.
The artists of course recognize that Essam is a businessman and not an artist.
They are not here to work with a businessman. They said to me that they will continue
working with me no matter where it takes them, even if they have to work outside in the
heat of the day. This of course, gave me great relief but what really warmed the cockles
of my frustrated heart…was that they told me I had at least 15 different Egyptian homes
to stay in! So, we may have a mini revolution here!
Michael Taussig (2011) states that:
A diary is certainly not an inert entity. It is a slumbering repository awaiting the
lightning glance of its rereading, like the hibernating bear that one fine day in
spring will awake with a start to a faster and larger rhythm of life. This back
looping is by no means a smooth ride. It is more a staccato of connections made
abruptly between different times, plus a back and forth between action and its
afterthought. (50-51)
“Ode to a Taussig”
A reflection of revolution and revelation
My fingers type “staccato” backwards
Trying to keep up with my mind back-looping his thoughts and tripping over
mine
Pumping circulation—Shhhh
The “larger rhythm of life” snores
The sleeping bear is slumbering again
But January 25th will be here before we can type “staccato” correctly.
Essam’s Inferno
The Explosion to light our shadows on that wall.
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This morning Max was trying to touch his shadow on the wall. However
endearing it was, unfortunately, it reminded me of myself. Just because he can see his
shadow, this doesn’t mean he can grasp it. And just because I can envision myself
keeping all these people happy and in an environment where we can do great things
together, that doesn’t mean I turn that vision into a reality.
However much a jerk Essam has been, and however many lies he tells to try to
point finger at me, the truth is, I am in a sinking boat of sanity. So in a way, the explosion
yesterday “was a good thing” as it brought lifeboats.
My one concern is that Emily is not swimming up for air. She had a pretty horrific
experience with the girls here. Emily tends to stay up late with the other Egyptians in the
household (late meaning past 3 AM). The other night she stayed up eating Egyptian pizza
and talking with Sumar and Azzma. Both women are from Alexandria. Sumar was not
accepted as a CORE artist, but since she comes from so far away, we agreed she could
stay with us here at the residency. Azzma is one of our younger artists, only just
graduated from college; her father was very apprehensive of her coming to the residency.
I could see her talent right away, a photographer who was obviously trained in a
commercial manner—Assma sees the darkness and the hope in things. This contradiction
is what makes her work great but also makes her suffer as a creator. She almost has a
teenage-like angst to her and she reminds me of my niece back in New York.
It was over such teenage things like pizza and soda that Emily learned that the
most common way for a girl to lose her virginity is through rape. There is no sex
education here and Sumar’s mother told Sumar, who is now engaged, that she could get
pregnant by kissing. It wasn’t until her fiancé tried to kiss her, that he found it necessary
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to educate her.
Everyone has a fiancé here. It seems like that is the only way to have a girlfriend
or boyfriend. Then, if it doesn’t work out…you simply break off the engagement. No one
marries for love and everything is arranged, usually by the father. It is expected and
orchestrated that you marry within your own “social standing.”
Emily, like me, loves graffiti, and we were both excited to learn about all the
graffiti we saw…until we did.
Amado, our beautiful and brilliant Sudanese artist who has been incredibly calm
and helpful in the middle of this turmoil, offered to give us a graffiti tour but explained to
Emily that most of the writing on the walls that she saw she probably wouldn’t like
because it says misogynist things like “women who are not veiled are whores.”
Musing with the Masters: Paradoxes of the Self
Michael Herzfeld (1997) wrote:
Fieldwork brings anthropologists into contact with many styles of self-narration.
Those idioms of selfhood that we chose to highlight in our narratives, or
ethnographies, are not necessarily the models that we would choose for ourselves.
Indeed, they may celebrate the attraction of opposites or the fascination of the
bizarre. Yet they shadow our personal trajectories in ways that can be mutually
illuminating. They may have most to teach us when they force us to confront the
inevitable dissonance within ourselves at a particular and recognizable type of
moment: when the empathy that we feel toward our hosts overpowers our
awareness that their most salient values would cause us acute distress at home.
(169)
Dear Michael: I am disturbed by myself. I have seen my incongruent and atonal
nature. Not because I don’t see this raping of women and designed pattern incredible
against my ethical stance. If Assma spoke better English I would try to make a stronger
effort to get her to the States, as that is what she desires. My horror lies in my emotional
detachment from hearing this cultural design. Is it some sort of survival mechanism that
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my actions are disconnected from my emotions? This is not the model I would choose
for myself.
Today is Emily’s 26th birthday. I wish Emily had been at the meeting I had last
night with the artists before they left. I knew I needed to put some wind back into our
sails as a creative group. As Corey, the only American in the CORE artist group said,
“You covered so much ground in such a short time.” Amado confirmed by explaining,
“Here in Egypt, workshops are nowhere near as well attended. People usually show up
for a day or two and then leave. You have a steady stream of devoted artists. This is very
unusual here.”
The Explosion
Apparently, Essam got wind of our discontent. Whether he overheard the artists
talking over the weekend or someone revealed the information to him (this is what he
alluded to), he exploded. Today, at the beginning of the workshop, Essam came down
with Sahaza and was really steaming, he raged at the artists for trying to figure out how
much the electricity costs to run the residency.
My guess is he overheard something last night as the artists stay here on the
weekends. It does not surprise me that he overheard anything as everyone has been
talking about the trouble all weekend long. After the blow up, Corey confessed to me that
he and a few others were on the balcony trying to figure out how much it cost to keep the
place going.
Essam and Sahaza’s suite is right outside the balcony.
Musing with the Masters: Self Critique and Paranoia
Tessa Muncey (2010) reflects:
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Of course, captured in [this] tiny fragment is a revelation of my insecurity and
need for boundaries that underpins everything that I do. These are of course the
deliberations of the internal evaluator, ever ready to criticize, who has to be bypassed in order to create. (77)
Dear Tessa: I have to confess, that I have been paranoid since I first arrived.
Essam’s aggressive nature and his use of intimidation have affected me. I, who pride
myself in the ability to be able to work with anyone, have had delusional thoughts about
his connections with the Egyptian police and am freaked out that his computer science
knowledge allows him to access my e-mails. I know a former executive director who was
reading all of her employee’s e-mails during a non-profit dispute. The point is, his terror
technique works. Although, I like to think that I would stand up to him in a moment, I
don’t know what kind of government connections he has. I am constantly checking to
make sure the boys’ and my passports are in the same hiding place. I am in a foreign
country, where I don’t speak the language, in a régime-based society, which has a track
record for being corrupt, living in a madman’s house, and with my babies. No matter how
tough or right I am, he has the dominant hand. How can I “by-pass” a mad man if he has
entered my head?
I was in the bedroom with the boys and Gigi when Emily quickly came in to warn
me about Essam’s condition. I came out immediately and went to Essam. He told me that
he wanted to have a meeting with everyone. I told him that I thought that was a great
idea. This is just what the group wanted and had asked for; they wanted Essam to know
that I had the artists’ support.
Last night Rammy, Aaron, and Emily went out for a few beers and I don’t think
that helped the way Emily was able to handle the situation. Being hungover is no way to
keep a cool or collected head. Actually, for the past two days, because of her emotional
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and physical exhaustion, she has been hanging back with Gigi and the boys, resting,
playing, and just generally getting a break. Emily can’t even stand to be in the same room
with Essam. Unfortunately, I feel the same way, but I don’t have much of a choice.
I knew that their evening of drinking had probably led to battle talk. When Emily
came into the room and told me I needed to come out, I have to admit that my blood
flushed through my body, like a river of rage. I tried to compose myself. Essam suggested
that the group choose four representatives to sit at the table as we went though the
process of the project. I agreed and thought it was a good idea. I could see he had brought
out printed e-mails with him…and I thought okay, are we going to go that route because I
have every e-mail between us! Carolyn, my advisor, had trained me well, and I have
saved all our communication; however, he didn’t tell me about this meeting and I had not
prepared for it equally.
At this point my electrically charged blood was boiling and I felt high physically
and mentally, but not in a nice way…in a way that I imagine taking crystal meth might
feel. s I held Calder and tried to calm myself down, I thought “I am just not a person who
thrives on this kind of conflict! This rage-filled high drama is of no interest to me.”
We were asked to leave while they chose the four people.
When they called me back in, Hend, Noha, Amado, and Osama were chosen to
represent the group. Corey came in and told me that he didn’t care what Essam said, he
was going to sit at the table too. Essam also invited Aaron to sit at the table.
So we sat down and went through the project development chronologically.
Essam opened this process with the goal that we are able to sort something out. He said,
“I will do whatever you as a group want me to do and what you think is fair.” I knew that
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he couldn’t afford to have us pull out now. Not with his recent history with Linda, plus
all the investment and organizing he had put into this project. I have 97 pages of e-mails.
We are the project ARE is doing and they have put all their eggs here…just as I have. But
I also will not be abused—which is what was happening.
In the meeting, we worked through the project and although we disagreed on quite
a few things, and even though Essam ran the meeting like a giant slippery businessman, I
was able to defend myself and bite my tongue when needed in order to move forward.
Aaron didn’t say anything. Corey did, and Hend, Noha, Amado, and Osama all did a
great job. It was pretty clear that I had their support. Every time I looked at Noha’s face, I
could hear her encouraging words from our Pizza Hut/KFC meeting, “Tavia, we came
here to work with you, not with Essam!”
Although Essam came down enraged, I saw him transform his rage into slippery
businessman tactics, and from there, into a sort of old professor who should no longer be
teaching. He packed up his things and left the room swiftly.
The artists and I had a great meeting at the end of the day. I was finally able give
the artists the package that was supposed to be given to them by Essam when they got
accepted into the program. We sat and talked further about how the concept began, what
my goals and mission are for the project and the final exhibition.
I think we are ready to set sail again and make some of our own permanent marks
on the wall.
Open Minds and Stealing Touch
Today Dr Ehab, the sculptor/painter professor that Essam brought in to work with
the participating artists, told us he was envious of our experiences, as he did not have
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such “open minded” opportunities when he was in school. He said he thinks his work
would have gone in a whole other direction if he did. I told him that it is not too late..
This is the third day we did Instant Performance Compositions and I think the
artists finally are grasping the profound possibilities of this type of creative work. It is
interesting how they can jump into a physical space so well and immediately design it
with their bodies, but it is much more difficult for them to create a space with their
bodies. I think this must have to do with the lack of physical contact that happens
between them.
Musing with the Masters: Silent Unbounded Touch
Carl Leggo (2009) mused:
In much of my poetry, narrative research, autobiographical writing, and poetic
inquiry, I ruminate on issues of relationship, family, community, school culture,
becoming human, and attending to silence. I especially focus on the word love as
four silent letters that need to be declared, heard, and lived in schools and out of
schools…So I ruminate with memory, others’ words, narratives, and poetry, in the
hope that I can learn how to live with the persistent sense of desire in the
experience of love—fired always by a pedagogy commitment to writing the world
a more caring space and time in which to linger. (147)
Dear Carl: In the Muslim religion, there is no body contact between the men and
the women until they become husband and wife. This alters almost all of the exercises I
do with them, creating an incredible design hurdle; however, these young artists greeted
it with no hesitation, as I am sure they are used to getting around the intimacies of touch.
Of course, women are allowed to touch women and men are allowed to touch men. There
is a lot of intimacy between the same sexes, which you do not see so much in the States,
even with the acceptance of homosexuality. On the human installations between the men
and women, I am finding the lack of touch creates a stronger and sexier energy than
being able to touch. Less is saying so much more. The works seems much more charged
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than if they had the freedom to converge.

Figure 4.32. Women touching women. Photo by Aaron Hollan.
It also brings a beautiful intensity between the sexes. There is a verve that is not
felt in the work I have done with U.S.-based artists. I wonder if I can capture this “more
caring space” and bring it back, through “time in which to linger” with my students and
myself in the United States?

Figure 4.33. Another image of women touching women.
Photo by Aaron Hollan.
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Two reporters/artist came today. Dr. Ehab has been bringing in different
“visitors” to the group, as part of the Call and Response effort. Most of them have been
artists. The first was Fatimah, a representative from the ministry of culture and a museum
programmer in Alexandria.
The next was a woman who made jewelry sculptures out of a sort of weaving
processes. I told her (thinking it was a compliment) that they reminded me of American
Indian work, not solely because of the similar color and design pattern, but because a
certain piece followed a dream catcher like layout.
Ramy, one of the younger, artists who probably understands the Western culture
the most, quickly pulled me aside and said, “I know you were trying to give her a
compliment but if you compare one artist’s work with another here in Egypt, they will
probably get offended because they will think you are saying that they stole the idea.”
Lesson # 7: Don’t reference other artists when discussing an Egyptian’s work.
These artists/journalist were the first to observe and interact with the workshop.
The others have been much more formalized presentations. They certainly seemed “to
get” what we were doing. And although they didn’t speak English they asked important
questions about practice, concept, and choices, addressing both the artists and myself.
“Touched”
Touched, a play on words
Legs on arms, affecting, comparing
Touched, a gift of the gods, skilled forte
Adding a hint…tracing it to a fine silent detail
Touched. Touched me.
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Figure 4.34. Men touching men. Photo by Aaron Hollan.
We, us, U.S., refrained from touching in public but chose to perform touch in
outrageous ways with an audience. What can be seen in the giving and stealing of
touches?
To Old Cairo
Today Amado led us through Old Cairo. We began the day with a visit to the
mosque. I was embarrassed because, although I had my handy scarf, I did have on long
sleeves. I hadn’t quite thought it through. I put on the hooded floor length robe that they
had for people like me, similar to jackets at a fancy restaurant. After entering the ancient
ritual site I removed all my self-centered thoughts.

Figure 4.35. Old Cairo Mosque. Photo by Tavia La Follette.
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Figure 4.36. Inside the Mosque. Photo by Tavia La Follette.
The mosque had a walled commune-type set up across the street. This too was
open for us to explore and, without me even giving them direction, the artists
immediately started creating works throughout the space…which was oddly empty.
We took a break, ate falafel from the market and moved onward to El-Moez
Street, which had recently been restored. Here one could feel like a time traveler. Parts of
it reminded me of the Old City in Jerusalem. Similarly, it had a wall and El-Moez led
right to the Old City Center. There were grand squares, tiny ancient doorways, and alleys
for us to play in. Like traveling musicians we ducked in and out of spaces and places,
creating instant human installations along the way.

Figure 4.37-4.38. Installations inside the walled commune. Photos by Tavia
La Follette.

176

Figure 4.39. Old city center performance. Photo by Tavia La Follette.

Figure 4.40. Tavia’s street performance/installation.
Photo by Nouran Sherif.

Figure 4.41. Installations inside the walled commune. Photo
by Aaron Hollan.
I arrived home to Essam, Shaza, Ibrahem and Ehab in a meeting. I didn’t even
stop to wave and went straight in to see the boys.
This evening I got to see Townhouse for the first time and Amado in action. He
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had an exhibition opening of his work with the refugee kids. I also got to meet Darcie, his
American girlfriend who also happens to be an archeologist. Emily and I spent the
evening with the boys, in a beautiful space where great work is being done. The spirit
charged our creative and emotional batteries, a wonderful day all around.

Figure 4.42. Amado at Townhouse Gallery with the Sudanese
refugees. Photo by Tavia La Follette.
To Fayoum
You know you have been in Egypt for a while when a camel goes by and it
doesn’t even phase you. I was standing outside ARE, waiting for the bus we hired,
without the help of Essam, to take us to Fayoum. All of his “deals” were absurdly
expensive. So with the help of Corey and the other artists we got a sort of minibus to take
us all to Fayoum.
Ever since we arrived, and have been asking about places to go for human
installation and performance, the Egyptians have been suggesting the Oasis, or Waterfall,
and Fayoum. Fayoum is a region in Egypt that not only has a rich history (not like every
place in Egypt doesn’t!) but it also has a very dramatic landscape.
The Gods must have been on our side today. It is a running joke here that if you
want people to show up at 3:00, you should tell them to meet you at 1:00.
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Corey, who has been here for two years, is very sympathetic to my frustration
when it comes to wasting time. He has a funny telling of his frustration with the ever
common term: Inshallah, which means “God willing” or “if Allah wills.” This expression
is not what he has trouble with. Corey has trouble with the fact that Egyptians tend to use
it after every statement of action. For example, “I will have the report to you on Monday,
Inshallah,” or “I will meet you at the coffee shop at 10, Inshallah.” Corey, in a comedic
but also frustrated way says, “God doesn’t care if you get the report in or if you meet me
on time. God has nothing to do with it. You do!”
I sat next to Hend on the bus. Hend has become quite a good friend but this is the
first time we have really had some one-on-one talk time. We talked about love and life
and it came up that her ex-fiancé was of African descent. She quickly followed up
explaining that she is not picky, but has to marry a Muslim so that her children are
Muslim. I asked if her family disapproved that he was African. She explained that they
did not but that some of her friends did. He was Muslim, so that was a plus in the
“acceptable” column. She continued to tell the tale, revealing they had been friends since
they were children.
“What happened?” I asked.
“He broke up with me. We wanted different things.”
I suggested to her that it was a good thing to find out now, not ten years down the
road. I also shared that I didn’t believe skin color or culture should keep people from
loving one another. I expressed that we need more relationships to cross these borders. I
also shared with her that in the religion, the women carry the “blood.” Therefore, she
could marry a Jewish man and still have Muslim children! After all, the Jews and the
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Arabs are cousins. She seemed very surprised but yet also welcoming to the idea.
Growing up on the East Coast and spending time not far from the Appalachian
Trail and in the Berkshires, I was used to waterfalls, but I wasn’t used to seeing an oasis.
I had a cartoon like image in my mind, very Looney Tune like with a pool of water and a
palm tree.
When we pulled in it was quite obviously a public park set up with picnic
benches, a shaded eating and family area, plus a refreshment station. The oasis was much
more of a lake, actually two large lakes with boats and swimmers; however, it was the
waterfall that surprised me the most. I am not sure why, I guess with all of the hype, I had
envisioned a giant waterfall, something like you might see in the tropics; so silly, as we
were in the middle of a desert! So, the waterfall was not very big at all, maybe two
stories. But still it was cool and refreshing. Of course, there were no women swimming in
the water. Neither Emily nor I brought our bathing suits. I waded in at the bottom, but
Emily decided she was going to join the men and jump off the waterfall.

Figure 4.43. Emily’s waterfall leap. Photo by Tavia La Follette.
As I saw Emily climb up the falls, encourages by Rammy, who in the picture hold
his hands to his head as she leaps, I wished I were jumping too. There was much I wanted
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to be released from. But we had another stop after the oasis and I didn’t want to show up
like a wet mutt. If the reader looks at the expression on the faces of the other men and
boys at the top of the falls… you can see their shock at Emily’s jump. Emily said it was
one of the best things she ever did. She also got lots of cheers and support from both the
male and female artists in our group.
Similar to our time in Old Cairo, I hardly had to give any words of direction or
encouragement. The artists went straight to work, inspired by the dramatic landscape and
each other.
A few of us even ventured out in the boat where our charismatic captain reminded
me of an Egyptian George Clooney. He was very handsome, extremely funny and
charming; however, he did try to sell me some ancient shark teeth he found in this fresh
water oasis. I complimented him on his imagination and his quite incredible discovery.

Figure 4.44. Charismatic captain! Photo by Tavia La Follette.
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Figure 4.45. Noha at the Oasis. Photo by Aaron Hollan.
The waterfalls and the sun had sucked the energy out of us. As soon as I hit the
seat, I crashed out on the bus. I woke up to find we had arrived on some sort of empty
estate, there were military police with guns hanging out, looking rather bored as the bus
passed through. We had arrived at the Fayoum Art Center.
Mohamed Abla greeted us and began the tour. The cool clay housing brought
energy back to the group as we toured the Art Center. What a different vibe than ARE!
The invigorating atmosphere and encouraging smiles and questions from Mohammed
made us feel as if we were truly in a paradise oasis. So is this what a healthy residency
might be like in Egypt?
According to Mohammed Abla, he has the only political cartoon salon in the
Middle East. I told him about my husband, who also is political cartoonist. The more we
talked the more we learned about similar connections. It turns out Mohammed has been
to Vermont and is familiar with Bread and Puppet Theatre, and Peter Schumann’s work.
A puppeteer lives just down the road and if we had planned a head, he could have
arranged an introduction.
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Figure 4.46. Abla in his print studio. Photo by Tavia La Follette.

Figure 4.47. Abla gives us a tour of the art center, with a view of the
lake. Photo by Tavia La Follette.
By the end of the day, Mohammed had invited both Gary (my husband) and I to
return in March and teach at the International Art School. Emily is considering applying
to the program as a student and coming back to make art and learn Arabic. What a
difference the right people can make. I wonder what would have happened if I had done
my residency here as opposed to Essam’s place. But everything would be different. I
certainly wouldn’t have met all the people I have.
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Figure 4.48. Group photo in Fayoum. Photo by Tavia La
Follette.

Figure 4.49. Nouran at Fayoum. Photo by Aaron Hollan.
We got home quite late and still no Internet. This was a problem last night as well.
We have also been having some power issues. No contact makes for a frustrated husband
who worries about his wife and children. I write home every night and keep him abreast
of our situation. Perhaps I shouldn’t be so forthright? It will only make him worry. Either
way, he will be pleased to hear of Abla and Fayoum. Like puppeteers, cartoonists have a
kindred spirit.
Musing with the Masters: Accidents of the Gods
Michael Taussig (2011) was right:
“There are accidents so accidental they must be the work of the gods” (56).
Dear Michael: There are so many things in life I thought I wanted…at the
time…but if I got them, I wouldn’t be the me of now. If I had discovered Abla before
ARE and came here via Fayoum, these other artists wouldn’t be a part of me. Some
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things you have to let the gods screw up for you.
Michael Taussig (2011) was right again:
We so often act without knowing why. Later we cast a backward glance and look
for reason. Events beg for commentary, if not judgment. Your fieldwork
notebook or diary is likely to bring forth and hold these moments suspended in
tension-filled antitheses. (51)
Space and Lights
Today, Thursday, which is the Muslim Friday, was our first studio day. The next
few days are going to be focused on creating work for the opening. I am focusing on
finding a place to exhibit. We all agree we do not want to do it at ARE. Too many things
have gone down between Essam, the group, and myself, plus it is just too far off the
beaten path. Now that I have been out and about in Cairo, I am starting to understand just
how far away Giza (where the pyramids are) is from the rest of Cairo. Cairo is huge and
sprawling.
We began by talking concept. The groups’ chemistry and working relationship
has become truly refined. Some went up on the roof to shoot some video ideas, others
were working with Aaron, editing a piece, some were working on sound and others were
holding rehearsals for performance ideas. I was bouncing around from workspace to
workspace, asking questions and providing feedback.
We lost the lights again this evening. Which meant no Internet again. The stove is
gas, so I made a pasta sauce for the household. We sat and ate Italian out on the balcony
watching the light show. When I laughed and suggested that pyramid light show was
draining all our power…everyone one agreed rather seriously. Apparently, the village in
the city suffers with no power, while the rich foreigners enjoy their Pink Floyd like light
show on the history of the people who are now in the dark. Nonetheless, I will not let this
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Egyptian irony get me down! I have decided to take a mini-vacation this weekend. Emily,
the boys and I are going to go to a hotel, order room service, and take a long
uninterrupted bath. We will watch TV and get on the Internet and be able to cross the
room without running into 10 other people!
These studio days not only allowed me to gain some sanity and get some well
needed away time, it also allowed the artists to have the space for themselves. They were
free to work on their own and explore without me looking over their shoulder or
commenting all the time. I think these days, although I was always available if needed,
helped them gain some confidence and organizing and leadership skills of their own.
To the Tibia Hotel
The Tiba Pyramids Hotel was everything I had hoped it would be. They even let
me put the room on my credit card! Charging money on a credit card is similar to the
traveler’s checks, Egyptians just don’t trust them. Such a simple thing like being able to
use my card really makes me feel like I am on vacation.
It is quite close to the pyramids and obviously caters to /westerners. It is a
European style hotel with lots of marble, nice cool marble! The boys enjoyed the space
and escape as much as Emily and I. It has been quite some time since they have had
focused mommy time. We bathed and luxuriated with room service and TV movies. I am
sure I spent too much money on the hotel room, but one can’t put a price on sanity. I felt
that things were going well again and I knew that Emily, the boys, and I just needed a get
away to charge our batteries to make it through to the opening and home again. This bath
is one of the best baths I have ever had!
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Figures 4.50-4.51. Bath time at the Tibia Hotel. Photos by Emily Laychak.
Lesson # 8: Take some sanity time
Darb 17 18
Today we found a space to do the performance and installation! I am very excited
about it. We had been throwing around a few different venue ideas, like Townhouse,
where Amado works and a few of the university settings, but Darb 17 18 is perfect! It is
in the city, not too far from the Old City, so friends and family could easily come as it is
centralized. It is one of Cairo’s new cultural initiatives, “aimed at supporting and
promoting the burgeoning contemporary art scene in Egypt.”

Figure 4.52. Darb 17 18. Photo by Aaron Hollan.

Figure 4.53. Darb 17 18, another view. Photo by Aaron Hollan.
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It has a giant oven (I think it is a kiln) that could be used as a performance space.
With the cement floors and the cavernous white walls it has similar characteristics of the
Mattress Factory Museum (where the U.S. show will take place) and as soon as I saw the
space, I knew it was right for us. Drab 17 18 can accommodate workshops, panels,
performances, exhibitions, films, and educational gatherings. It is run by Motaz
Nasreldin, a big man, who is even a bit intimidating, at least very serious. Nevertheless, it
was clear that he is a very smart guy who asked good questions. I had been
communicating with Motaz before I even arrived in Egypt. I found him on Facebook,
where I was desperately trying to tap into the contemporary art scene in Egypt. Doaa, one
of the only Christians in our group, knew Motaz and said he has changed but that he used
to be quite a wild guy when he was younger. I could relate to that.
Motaz started Darb 17 18 as a cultural center. The mission of the non-profit is
to advance the contemporary art movement in Egypt, while engaging with various
social and cultural groups in the Fustat community. The space seeks to encourage
experimentation by supporting new works by emerging artists, with particular
attention to artistic merit, diversity or media, aesthetic traditions, and originality
of cultural influences.
Motaz also believes, just as ArtUp does, in exhibiting young artists with older more
established ones.
Mohamed Abla came by and this seemed like another good sign. He promised to
come to the opening.
After we confirmed the space and the schedule, we all went to Townhouse to see
Amado’s show and start mapping out the space, determining who was going to go where.
I smoked the shesha for the first time at the teahouse outside Townhouse. We ended the
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evening with a boat ride on the Nile and pizza when we got home. It was certainly time to
celebrate.

Figure 4.54.Mapping out the space at the Teahouse. Photo by
Aaron Hollan.

Figure 4.55. Nile boat ride—time to celebrate. Photo by Asmaa
Ezzat.
Saturated Souls
These last few days have been purely devoted to installation and rehearsal. I have
hardly seen the boys at all and am feeling extremely guilty about that. I am never at the
residency/home and must tip Gigi extremely well for being so patient and flexible with
our late nights at Darb.
One amazing thing to note is that I ran into Linda Wildfire, Essam’s ex-partner,
here at Darb 17 18. She is teaching writing workshops in the space and heard that the
project exhibition had been moved here. She also confirmed all of my concerns about
Essam and told me that she was truly worried for her safety when she left ARC. She said
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she had never seen some yell as violently as Essam. Just a few more nights until we are
safely home. Until then, safety in numbers.
Emily and I leave the next day and my guess is that we will not get any sleep. I
am not sure when we will even pack. But I must put out the closest fire first, which at this
point is getting this show up.

Figure 4.56. Saturated Souls poster, designed by Mostaf Sleem. Photo by
Aaron Hollan.
The show was a great success. It included video works, installation, performance
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and traditional 2D works. The artists and I worked around the clock and the place was
packed all night long with family, friends, and the media. We wanted to include some of
the workshop process, so Emily, who was the scribe for our sessions, curated some
quotes from the exercises we did. Aaron put together a slide show of his documentation
and there was a great feeling of accomplishment all around. The boys (Max and Calder)
were a big hit and got passed around the artists and their family members like appetizers.
Amado created an installation and processing project around passports that we
would end up recycling into the final exhibit here in the United States. The ironic thing is,
that night; the poor guy lost his real passport. This is not an easy thing to attain in Egypt,
even if you are not Sudanese, like he is. The following pages are some visual
documentation of the evening to help the reader digest the spirit.

Figure 4.57. Darb 17 18 Main Level, opening night. Photo by Aaron
Hollan..
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Figure 4.58. Performance in the kiln. Photo by Aaron Hollan.

Figure 4.59. Performance on the roof. Photo by Aaron Hollan.

Figure 4.60. Media. Photo by Aaron Hollan.
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Figure 4.61. Tavia’s puppet performance. Photo by Aaron Hollan.

Figure 4.62. Amado’s Passport prints. Photo by Aaron Hollan.

Figure 4.63. “Amado “processing” Abla. Photo by Aaron
Hollan.

Figure 4.64. Installation. Photo by Aaron Hollan.
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Figure 4.65. 2-D works. Photo by Aaron Hollan.

Figure 4.66. Photography. Photo by Aaron Hollan.

Figure 4.67. Celebration. Photo by Aaron Hollan.
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Musing with the Masters: Silent Unbounded Touch 2
Sarah K. Mackenzie (2009) on experience:
Experience itself is in a sense beyond comprehension: poetry offers the space to
be present to what may or may not be known with/in the experience. While I
cannot tell you what or how it was to be(come) Teacher in a space of silence,
possibility, and loss, I can through poetry create space to allow others to enter into
the story so that they might be able to (re)create or imagine their own ways of
knowing with/in the shared experience. (, 241-242)
Emily’s Scribing of Voices:
ONE AFTERNOON
Her legs and hands are crossed as if you gave her something, she’d keep it
She’s not her picture, she’s someone else’s picture of her
It may seem romantic, but she’s waiting for husband
A traditional Venus—there’s pride but she’s confined
GETTING TO KNOW YOU
She is dancing while sitting. She’s dancing but still.
She wants to go out and play but she has a broken toy.
She’s eating half his heart, but half thinking of her…
She won’t drop her toy even though it’s broken.
(the flat ball says a lot)
She’s looking out the window like she wants to jump
(but even the windows are barred)
But she doesn’t need a window,
There’s a door. (there’s still hope.)
GETTING TO KNOW ME
My spirituality is…unlimited; meditation, life between worlds, relations with my gut
My way of life, my steering wheel.
End and continuous, eternal
An end table while the TV is on- undecided.
An open book keeping me afloat.
The Long Journey Home
The opening, which was also a closing, was a wonderful success. Emily and I did
not sleep that night; as soon as we got home we started packing, desperately trying to
make our flight home. At this point, we were exhausted, having spent the evening
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celebrating with everyone. Every time we left our room from packing, there was a group
of people waiting to say goodbye, which can be a terribly long process, especially at 6
AM. I am not so good at goodbyes. I prefer to sneak away in the night and leave a
treasured memorabilia of some sort. This of course is impossible if you are living in the
house of the people you are leaving, plus taking babies, luggage, and a mini van to the
airport.
But we did it! We managed to get packed, grab the babies and get to the airport
two hours ahead. We even had a moment to compose ourselves before we headed to the
desk to check in; however, when I got to the Delta airlines check-in desk, no one was
there. This was obviously disturbing and so I went to the information office to try to find
out when operations would open so that we could check in.
The person at the information desk told me no one was expected to show up at
Delta for another three hours. How in the world could that be?! How would we get on our
plane? A plane that was scheduled to leave in two hours?
Lesson # 9: Remember lesson # 3 and double-check transatlantic itineraries!
It turns out that we had misread our itinerary and we now had another ten hours to wait
until the next plane left for New York. This also meant that we would miss our
connecting flight from New York to Pittsburgh.
I asked Emily the question, even though I knew the answer.
“So, do you want to go back to ARE for the next ten hours?”
She quickly responded “NO!”
Our last hours in Egypt were spent at the Cairo airport. There was a pharmacy so
we were able to get baby formula for the boys and figure out how to rent a car from New
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York to Pittsburgh. The ten hours in the Cairo airport and the flight back to New York
were a dream compared to the seven-hour drive from New York City to Pittsburgh. For
the first time in my life I drank things like Red Bull. I pumped up on caffeine and truck
stop CD mixes, hits from the 70’s and old classic compilations, from country to disco.
Welcome back to America—fast food and rock n roll. To be honest, Emily and I were so
happy to be back in the States, it was almost enough to keep us going without caffeine.
An Ongoing Process
This tale is just the first step of a much longer journey between the Egyptian
artists and I. Concluding is an ongoing process for me, as I develop and evolve, I
obviously read into things differently. But one thing that seems to be a constant in my life
is my inability to control life. I guess this helps keep life organic and me adaptable.
The summer of 2010 was one of the most difficult but also one of the most
rewarding and educational experiences I have ever had, emotionally and spiritually. I
also believe you make your own karma bed, and have to lie in it. On October
17th, in the safety of my own country, I wrote a letter separating myself and the project
from Essam and ARE. Today, if one tries to go to the ARE website
(http://www.artsresidencyegypt.org/index.html), it no longer exists. There still is a blog
up, but the reader will see that I was the last artist in residence. The last post on the blog
was about a show that went up shortly after I left. The artists told me that Essam put
pressure on them to do a show called Saturated Souls II. Of course I was appalled to find
out that he stole the name that I came up with. But I was even more upset that the artists
were not in a safe position to tell Essam where to go. The blog can be viewed here:
http://artsresidencyegypt.blogspot.com.
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Here is my letter to Essam. I never heard from him again:
October 17, 2010
Dear Essam Serry and ARE,
First, I would like to write and thank you for all the hard work you
did organizing the first incarnation of the Firefly Tunnel Project. ARE
(Artist Residency Egypt), its affiliates and my awarded residency to
produce the project/workshop through the organization was invaluable.
Not only did you help my family and I transition into another culture but
ARE was our home for one month. As you know, I first came up with the
concept of Firefly Insight and the Firefly Tunnel Project over two years
ago and have been invited to present both here in the Unites States as well
as abroad about the subject.
As an artist and philosopher, this is not only my dissertation work
but also my life’s work, so I am sure you understand that I am very
protective over my intellectual property, and must ensure that it is nurtured
with the most applicable partnerships possible.
After having sought wisdom from friends, advisors (both legal and
academic), asking fellow artists and art organizations both here and in
Egypt to council me on the subject, I write this letter to formally and
respectfully withdraw Artist Residency Egypt from the Firefly Tunnel
Project.
I will be returning to Egypt again this spring with a team to
continue my work. I have chosen not to work with ARE because of our
extremely different philosophically views in how we operate.
As with any human interaction, there are always personality
differences that play into a relationship. This is why I will try to address
my reasoning with actual occurrences and information that I have
received, instead of addressing my instinctual and emotional reactions to
the experience. Of course ARE will always be on the record as being the
first “dig” of the Firefly Tunnel Project.
First and foremost, I felt that ARE was not forthcoming in how it
communicated between ArtUp (my organization) and myself as the
creator, lead artist and curator of this project.
When I asked you to translate and put out the Artist Call that I very
carefully composed for this project, I was horrified to find out it was
simply distributed through Facebook and posted on the ARE blog site. But
what distressed me even more was that the translation did not even
mention Performance Art or Installation Art, which is what the entire
workshop is based on.
I fully understand that Facebook is used in a different manner in
Egypt and that contemporary art is not traditionally taught in the Egyptian
Institutions. But I have done my own research and am well aware of the
contemporary/modern art institutions that are available.
I was extremely disturbed when I read a variety of different
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translations of ARE’s “interpretation” of my Artist Call. Why, as director
of ARE you would not communicate to me that you were leaving the
nucleolus and driving medium of the workshop out of the call is
unfathomable to me. This is something that should have been discussed, as
I would never have approved such a structural edit.
This lack of communication leads me to my next reason behind my
decision. As there were many e-mails that went back and forth between
you and myself (all of which I have saved as it is part of my research),
there was bound to be some misinterpretations and problems that we did
not foresee.
One of the major misunderstandings was that you thought I would
be responsible for all the food and travel for the artists. We were
eventually able to work this misunderstanding out in a reasonable way. I
will always put the project first. This is why I chose not to share the
administrative miscommunications with the artists. I did not want the
tensions between ArtUp and ARE to affect their creative work.
I was very disappointed when I heard back from the artists about
the meeting that you had with them on July 29th. I had specifically asked
you not to use workshop time, which you did, asking me to leave and
keeping them an hour past the workshop normal meeting time. One artist
told me that he felt like he had been called to the principal’s office at
school and many others told me that they were so disturbed by the meeting
that they almost did not come back the next day. Having heard a number
of different reports about what went on, I began to make plans to leave the
ARE residency and continue the project in another spot in Cairo. But I
realized that there were artists who had come from far away to stay, and
by bringing the project somewhere else at this point in time; I would be
leaving them homeless. So we all agreed to put the project first and stick it
out.
Although I have asked for copies of this survey from July a number of
times, I do again.
I was going to write this letter much earlier, soon after our return to
the States, so I could have a reflective perspective. But I chose to wait
until after the ARE show in October. I know it is difficult for young and
undiscovered artists to exhibit in Egypt, so I wanted to support the artists
in the exhibition opportunity ARE was providing them with.
Once again, I was very troubled to find out that ARE used
“Saturated Souls” another example of my intellectual property, as the
exhibit’s name. This was a title that I came up with as director of the
workshop, to celebrate our work together at the contemporary art space
Darb 1718. It was strange that ARE did not even ask me if they could
reuse the name. After speaking with other Egyptians on the matter I have
learned that this is not a common practice. They thought it was a bizarre
choice as well.
I was even more appalled when I was told by the artists that you
threatened them, saying that if they did not participate in this ARE,

199
“Saturated Souls 2” exhibit, they would no longer be a part of the Firefly
Tunnel Project.
I am the creator and curator of this project. ARE is not in the
position to make such a threat. Even if for some reason, my information
about this is incorrect, it is clear to me from the artists’ reactions, our
commutations, interactions and your procedures, that we are not a
cohesive team.
ArtUp and ARE are not a good philosophical match. I believe in
using inspiration as opposed to intimidation to create. I will be working
with an artist driven organization in the spring, which I believe will be a
much more nurturing environment for the project and the artists.
Again, ARE will always be recognized as the first home of the
Firefly Tunnel Project and all of the artists who participated fully in the
workshop will remain Firefly Artists. I will be sending them a copy of this
letter so that they are aware of the situation. The artists are welcome to
apply and join us in round two this spring, but it is not necessary as long
as they produce work on the website/lab, which I can curate out of. I
respectfully ask you to not use my direct phrases, words or symbols in
your future exhibits. As there will be a second portion of this project in
Egypt, it will be confusing if “firefly” or “saturated souls” is being used by
different organization.
The website team and I hope to have the website/tunnel/lab up and
running soon. We have been working very hard on establishing
trademarks, coding and graphic design.
I know that the Firefly Tunnel Project will have many incarnations
and grow with each experience, in a constant state of metamorphosis, just
like each human is a tenacious “work in progress”.
I wish you luck as ARE progresses.
Best,
Tavia La Follette
Founder and Director of ArtUp and the Firefly Tunnel Project
I sent each one of the artists and everyone associated with the project a copy of
the letter. I made sure Essam knew this as well. I got much feedback, all positive. But on
the next page is one of my favorite examples of this feedback, simply because it sums up,
with very little English, the bonding that occurred during the project and is still alive
today.
Date: Mon, October 18, 2010 7:02 pm
To: tavia@artup.org
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Hey Tavia,
i miss you so much...about the mail you have sent to us...i want to tell you
that everyone of us know about it and we connected each other to
discussed about what you said
you know, i want to tell yo an important thing:
first don't be sad about what happened with Dr Essam,...you know that
every where you can find good and bad peoples...
love- assma
This group of artists became the foundation for The Firefly Tunnel Project and I
am forever in their debt; however, that is another story for another chapter.
Musing with the Masters: The Heart’s Last Words
Ronald Pelias (2004) reflects on the heart:
The heart learns that stories are the truths that won’t keep still. There is always
another version, another eye to tell what it sees, another voice ready to speak.
They wiggle around until they become the deceptions we allow ourselves to keep.
(171)
A Hitchhiker’s Guide to Globalized Art
Step 1
Concept and proposal—No matter what type of artist you are, and remember I
think everyone is an artist, you need to have a strong concept for your proposal. This
formula could be applied to any of the social sciences, but I am going to focus on the arts.
A concept usually consists of a hypothesis, theory, theme, or belief around the art you are
producing and/or the people you are working with. Try to boil your concept down to a
couple of very strong paragraphs. This way, you can use the rest of the proposal to talk
about your previous work and how you arrived at this concept, essentially constructing a
path to the proposal and why you are the right person to travel that path. You will also
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need to think about how long the project will take, perhaps making a timeline. Lastly,
you will need to think about what level of technical and financial resources are needed.
Money, unless you are independently wealthy, is always an issue. I try to come up with a
barebones budget and a dream budget.
Step 2
Residency—I found that the cheapest way to get this project off the ground was to
make sure I got there. This way, future funders will see that you have initiative,
connections, and experience. I was lucky with The Firefly Tunnel Project in the sense
that my residency was the first step in the greater venture. There are many different
websites and institutions where you can apply for residencies. BE CAREFUL. As the
reader will soon discover, although I was able to create the first step of my project, I also
entered a very unhealthy environment. Make sure to do your research and try not to be a
guinea pig for somebody else’s venture. Use reputable site that advertise opportunities
like ResArtis (http://www.resartis.org), Theatre without Borders
(http://www.theatrewithoutborders.com), or On the Move (http://on-the-move.org)
Different residencies/opportunities will have different requirements and flexibility when
it comes to structure, but once you have a draft of a proposal, you can adapt it.
Step 3
Exhibition/Venue—Find an organization to partner with you. Even though I had
my own non-profit and could very possibly have produced the final exhibition, partnering
with another organization was the one of the sanest decisions I made during this project.
Of course, the opportunity to work with an organization like the Mattress Factory
Museum is an occasion any artist should take advantage of. But designing the project,
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running the workshops, raising funds, promoting, programming, curating, and
communicating with all of the artists, is a huge job. Through working with the Mattress
Factory Museum, I was able to tap into a new audience that might not have been
available to me, take advantage of all of their media, exhibition, and education staff, and
promotional resources. It is part of the museum’s philosophy to have the artists work on
site, so they also had artist apartments available, thus housing wasn’t an issue. The
Mattress Factory Museum also has an amazing reputation and in this day and age of
struggling art organizations, it is always good to build partnerships.
Step 4
Fundraise and think ahead. There are many alternative ways to raise funds like
KickStarter (www.kickstarter.com). With Ingiegogo (www.indiegogo.com) you can opt
out of losing the funds collected if you don’t make your mark by the deadline by paying a
small fee. Perhaps there are also opportunities to apply for grants with your partner
organization or via the residency program you might be working with. Many residencies
have links to funding opportunities. Whatever you do, make sure to plan ahead. I
suggest beginning the process about a year before you want the project to begin. This
way there is plenty of time to organize, fundraise, and plan.
Visa issues—If you are planning to bring foreign artists to the United States, do as
much research as you can right away. It is getting more and more difficult for artists to
enter the United States from any country, even Europe and Canada. Because of the
Egyptian revolution, the government and the embassies were shut down for long periods
of time. Therefore, we had an unusual situation; however, immigration issues are a hot
topic in the country.
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Chapter V: You Can Crush the Flowers, but You Can’t Stop the Spring from
Coming
In this chapter my goal is to move the reader through the current events
surrounding my residency in Egypt chronologically, while also utilizing my performative
writing as a mode to express the essence of my own experiences. The reader will travel
with me as I assimilate back into my normal everyday life in the United States, which is
in fact not very normal, working with an invisible group of youths to encourage them to
become seen, and bringing one of my great influences, Guillermo Gomez-Pena, to town
to share his pedagogy and his new one man show with Pittsburgh. I will then travel from
my armchair television view of the Egyptian revolution to a hands-on perspective, a
frame of mind and reference, illustrating how these affect the supposed “parallel”
Pittsburgh workshop of the project.
Through a collage of my own reflections, the work of participating artists, images
and video, this chapter’s aim is, as in the words of my mentor Carolyn Kenny “to show
the reader, don’t tell the reader” our experiences of traveling from pre-revolutionary
Egypt, back to the USA, and into a “rebootification” of Egypt and its youth.
Archiving the Future
As a student who has been meticulously gathering news articles, colleting e-mails,
archiving documentation, and writing field notes and grants for the project over the past
two years, it is hard to discern how much data to include from all of these rich, complex,
and ever-evolving and fermenting sources. They are alive, just like me and I have been
tending to them. As I get lost in a maze of piles and files, reorganizing my organization, I
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struggle…can I Remythologize, can I recapture the mythological meaning (Campbell
2011, 111) of all this?
Processing story and time.
The connecting and collecting Tavia of today
is sifting through a place of being
in search of a place of knowing.
This knowing will alter as Tavia does.
History in the making will chew and digest my words, my articles, and my
perceptions
recycling the past into a new present
for a moment.
These words are not etched in stone
They are not a recording of the past
but rather a sketch of a first phase of inquiry
into the future Tavia’s telling of these events.
Almost a confession rather than a statement, a confession to what I do not know.
Theory of Mind and Body: Back in the USA
Arriving home from the ancient land, I knew I had some family connecting to do.
I chose the newer ancient island of Nantucket where my tribe had been arriving for over
hundred years. Although Nantucket was known as a disembarking point for adventure, as
in Melville’s Moby Dick, the old whaling island was marking the end of my journey…for
now. It was September and officially “off season.” I was taking the boys for the first
time to the humble cottage, once an old hay barn. It was a place of privilege.
“Muddy Puddles”
I am from a mud puddle
A mud puddle with paper boats that celebrate the melting snow
I am from a paper boat, seeking religious freedom
Landing in New Amsterdam
Folded into New York
I am from a long line of passionate politicians
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Who drink too much
I am from a mother and father who wouldn’t let us buy them presents
We had to make them
I am from my brother’s influence
I can gut a fish and take the subway on my own
I am from a search
A search that will continue long after I discontinue
I am from a house of laughter
Built as a survival method
I am from a trunk in which I slept as a child
It carried the family from New York to Argentina and back again
I am from my parents, who are from me to build the we
I am from my mistakes
I am from the stories I tell and the scars I show off
I am from the inside out, trying to take the outside in
I am from my own perspective, reflective, a rippling image
I am from a mud puddle
SPLASH
Tavia of Tomorrow speaks to her sons of begot:
This is a tree of sea captains, politicians, educators, inventors, protesters, and
rebels; all of who seem to have been stubborn dreamers of one kind or another.
The contradictions are deep and defining, giving heritage, pride and shame to an
American Dream.
My family roots pulled in tangled opposition.
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September 11
This is the day I was born. I had daydreams the day would be
remembered because of me. Now night terror strangers apologize to me when I
fill out simple paper work.
Before we left for Egypt, my Aunt Lou confided in me (after a few glasses of
wine) that she has always been afraid of Arabs. I want to ask her why. I want to ask her
if she thinks her fear is just. I want to talk with her about Boris Groys’ book Art Power
(2008), particularly Groys’ ideas of “images that become the icons of the contemporary
collective imagination.” I want to ponder with Groys on how Bin Laden became a video
artist and why the images from Abu Ghraib are etched into the collective imagination
(122). But some borders are harder to cross than others…especially after a few glasses of
wine. As Ronald Pelias says in A Methodology of the Heart (2004) as he reflects on his
time in the Vietnam War, “Memory is not what emerges from an individual mind but
what emerges from social life. So together we share the burden of what is to be told”
(58). I must get to work!
Dream Act: Reading the Writing (Painting and Performing) on the Wall
As we restore, relax, and rebuild my private American Dream, a family—I
contemplate my next border-crossing project. I will be shifting gears to begin work with
Jovenes Sin Nombres (Youths without Names), a “progressive Latino youth movement
founded in Pittsburgh in 2009. The majority of the youth are first generation Latinos
from Mexico, South America and the Caribbean and are supported by community
activists, artists and academics” (http://joveneslatinos.wordpress.com).
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As I work and grow close to the young Americans we bond and share secrets as
any collective does. We are working in my studio space to create the first ever Latino
mural in Pittsburgh. Recently celebrating its 250th anniversary, Pittsburgh was once a
hub for immigrants because of its steel industry; however, the labor union kept certain
races out. This shocked me when I moved here from New York. Where were all the
Latinos? African Americans were allowed into the unions, but only for much lower
paying and the most dangerous of positions. Latinos were not allowed in at all.
“I was so shocked when I found out that Michal was Jewish,” confesses a
jovenes. I laugh (to make him feel comfortable) and ask why (even though I know the
answer). He is referring to Michal Freidman, who founded the Jovene Sin Nombres
project and has devoted all her time to organize the youths…in the middle of writing her
dissertation. I can relate.
“I mean, Jews are supposed to be stingy and greedy, Michal is the opposite of all
those stereotypes.” He looks up from his graffiti work to catch my eye.
“Are the stereotypes as strong in Mexico as you have found them to be here?” I
ask. “I mean are there derogatory words like there are here—for every race in this
Melting Pot of free speech?”
“For some. But we have enough class issues to keep us busy.”
We laugh and turn back to our work. Because we know we can do this. We can
laugh and keep creating.
Analogous Analogies
Egyptians and the Jovenes
with no name
invisible and silent in their own land.
Kinship in Capitalism
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traveling in empirical skin color, shining silvery and cool in the heat
floating on the fumes
above the sweaty blood soil
Lucre migrates freely
With stentorian steps and a muted plague
We laugh and turn back to our work. Because we know we can do this. Laugh
and keep creating.
As the Jovenes and I put the final touches on the mural, bright oranges, blues and
reds swirl and scream out to the celebrated the spirit of Gloria Anzaldua’s book
Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (1987), calling to our painted ancestors who
did not “split the artistic from the functional.”(88) In he mural designed by the Jovenes, a
mythical telling of migration holds a center image, a self-portrait: one of our younger
artists surrounded by ancients and animal deities, while a ceremonial degree is given
from the Statue of Liberty.
We raise the mural.
Because we know we can do this. Laugh and keep creating.
Anzaldua (1987) goes on to discuss the role of story and image in her chapter
titled “The Path of the Red and Black Ink.” In a section called Invoking Art, she
explains,
In the ethno-poetics and performance of the shaman, my people, the
Indians, did not split the artistic from the functional, the sacred from the
secular, art from everyday life. The religious, social and aesthetic
purposes of art were all intertwined. Before the conquest, poets gathered
to play music, dance, sing and read poetry in open-air places around the
Xochicuahuitl, el Arbol Florido, Tree-in-Flower…When invoked in rite,
the object/event is “present”; that is, enacted, it is both a physical thing
and the power that infuses it. It is metaphysical in that it “spins its
energies between gods and humans” and its task is to move the gods. This
type of work dedicates itself to managing the universe and its energies.
(88-89)
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Analogous Analogies
Egyptians and the Jovenes
We laugh and turn back to our work.
Because we know we can do this.
Laugh and keep creating.
“When invoked in rite, the object/event is ‘present,’ that is, enacted, it is
both a physical thing and the power that infuses it” (Anzaldua 1987, 89).
Analogous Analogies
The “ethno-poetics” of the people is rising.
Shamanic Foreshadowing: Managing the Universe and its Energies
Perhaps we need to take back the practice of spinning “energies between gods and
humans?” If there was a social service federation protecting planets, I am quite sure our
guardian privileges would be revoked and so would we. I worry we will not survive as a
species if we keep building walls, pushing borders, making the earth sick.
In the poetically constructed book by Susan Griffin, The Eros of Everyday Life:
Essays on Ecology, Gender and Society (1995), a chapter titled “A Collaborative
Intelligence” raises a discussion on and warns of technological progress, ideologies of
capitalism, and “Western” or “European” ism, and instead proposes that we look at the
world through poetic ecology.
Just as Copernicus challenged the idea that the earth was the center of the
universe, ecology has challenged the concept that human consciousness is
central and unique to the universe. By this turn matter and spirit are not
separate. Spirit and significance, numinosity and revelation are no longer
evidences of a realm above nature, impervious to change and mortality.
Intelligence exists in all of nature, not just the human mind, but throughout
the entire human body, in the bodies of plants, animals alike, soil, water,
sky. (45)
She goes on to explain that this shift is within our society too. That voices and
ideas that were silenced, now have a platform to be herd. As a mother and as a world
citizen, I too cry for an ecological tearing down of walls.
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Griffin has another chapter devoted to the insanity of war, in particular Nuclear
War, titled “Ideologies of Madness.” Here she so eloquently discusses the possibilities
and limitations of our greatest enemy—ourselves, “The same dualism which imagines
matter and energy to be separate also divides human nature, separating what we call our
material existence from consciousness” (225). Griffin explains that we perceive
intelligence to be separated from our body; elaborating that since birth we are socialized
to make excuses for our body and nature, pardoning what is naturally designed.
Throughout the chapter she parallels the separation of mind and body (nature) with the
separation of energy (atom bomb) from matter.
De-humanizing our natural state.
She ends the chapter (and very close to the end of the book) with a call for hope, a
call to search for the “other” in us and bring it forth, harnessing the harmony of nature as
a common ground. Griffin explains, “We are our own witness. We can see ourselves.
We are a part of nature…it is only by coming home to ourselves that we can survive”
(Griffin 1995, 234).
A Shaman
When one picks Guillermo Gomez-Pena up at the airport, it is impossible to lose
him, despite the crowd of embarking, fast-moving passengers. He strolls, almost in slow
motion, with a carved painted wooden can, his scepter, and dark sunglasses. He looks
like a walking idol, in a different dimension, walking through, instead of on, a sea of
travelers. In his dress alone, he crosses mythological borders, with shamanistic-like
props and a rock star quality. Guillermo’s brownness makes him a novelty here in
Pittsburgh.
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He is here because I believe. I believe in the pedagogy. I believe “by coming
home to ourselves we can survive” (Griffin 1995, 234). He is here because (even though I
don’t know it yet) I am preparing myself for a revolution and I need guidance.
I recharge myself with La Pocha pedagogy, curating a workshop with local for
Guillermo. But really it is for me. I am trying to tap into something, trying to call on the
energies of the universe. A storm is brewing.
The Privilege of Revolution
I certainly don’t have the (personal) resources to “reformulate the ghettoization of
academic public life,”(Giroux 2005,135) but I have the privilege to have access to those
who do. Having been invited to return to Egypt to teach in March by Mohammed Abla,
our food and lodging was promised to be taken care of. This also granted me the
opportunity, after discussing the idea with Abla, to invite other U.S. artists that I knew I
wanted to work with to join me. Abla agreed that as long as they applied to and paid for
the Fayoum Winter Academy (http://www.fayoumartcenter.com), they were welcome.
Having spent some time in Egypt, I now knew what to expect on many levels. But none
of us knew was that on January 25 a revolution would arrive.
It is hard enough to try to figure out who to bring with you on a venture like this,
let alone a venture like this in the middle of a revolution. I wanted the group (as usual) to
be diverse but also be able to work and travel together, which is not an easy thing to do
even with the people you do get along with. We had the family travelers consisting of
myself, Max, and Calder, and my husband, Gary Huck, a political cartoonist. (Note to
traveling parents: There is s big difference between traveling with a babysitter, who
works for you and traveling with a parenting partner—who doesn’t. I suggest designing
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some travel strategies and delegation of duties ahead of time, as this will decrease stress
and misunderstandings.) When traveling with kids, it is important to travel with childfriendly artists, all of who these artists were! The final group consisted of Andrew
Johnson, a film media artist and sculptor whose work focuses on disturbing actions of
humanity in the name of humanity, and Susanne Slavick who is primarily a painter but
she also deals with topics like violence and war, overlaying paradoxical images in a
poetic manner. Both artists teach at Carnegie Mellon University in the Art Department
and both were second parents to Max and Calder. We also had Dawn Weleski traveling
with us. Dawn is a recent graduate from Carnegie Mellon who had been working on a
conceptual work here in Pittsburgh called the Conflict Kitchen and the Waffle House.
Each conceptual piece was a space that actually served food, but the focus of the work
(performances, installations, and education) was on culture and politics. Another
member of the group, Larry Bogad, is political performance artists who I have worked
and traveled with for a number of years. Larry teaches guerilla theatre at UC Davis. Holly
Thuma,head of the MFA Performance Pedagogy Program at the University of Pittsburgh
and a specialist on voice and movement work, came along, and Corey Sattler also
returned to Egypt (Corey was the U.S. artist who I discovered during the first trip) to act
as my assistant and document the work.
In preparing for the project with this group of artists, there was much back and
forth about safety and travel. I was slated again to bring Max and Calder with me,
although this time we would be traveling with my husband Gary and a delegation of six
other U.S. artists. This opportunity was a privilege and not one to be taken lightly.
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As a leader and a mother the safety of my children, the U.S. artists, and the
Egyptians we would be traveling with was my highest priority. There had been reports of
Egyptians being arrested and assaulted for traveling with and helping Westerners.
Assaults on reporters were confirmed. At different points throughout February the boys
were going to stay home with Gary. At different points throughout the month certain
delegation members had decided to stay home. The wild-child adventurous Tavia of the
past was now the extremely contemplative, sometimes haunted mother and director of
The Firefly Tunnel Project. I had a very normal and natural instinct to keep my children
safe, but also to keep myself safe so that my children had a mother, a mother that was
whole and able. These babies, a true gift and privilege to me, were not something I could
live without. They were my life.
And what of this privilege? I was in a privileged situation to make the choice not
to have kids until I was forty, and when it came time to have kids, I was in the privileged
situation to get help in that very expensive process. Did I read too many Greek tragedies
or would fate shake its fists at me, casting down retribution for my disrespect to
privilege? Would the Egyptian Gods angrily look down at my arrogant American
entitlement and curse not only our group, but also those who helped us, and a mother’s
greatest fear…vengeance on her children? I was used to wrestling with self-doubt as part
of the artistic process…but my ego-encapsulated container was teetering at the top of a
very powerful, daunting, and wild waterfall, balancing precariously on this precipice and
shackled to those that I loved.
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On February 11, President Mubarak stepped down and the military took over. It
felt odd to be happy about a military oup, but on February 24, thirteen days after
Mubarak’s resignation, we boarded a plane bound for Egypt.
Once Mohammed Abla gave us the “go ahead” to come, it seemed like the right
thing to do. As any mother will tell you, the thought of bringing my children into an
unsafe situation can make one’s organs feel like gravity has amplified its magnetic pull.
My body was physically responding to my imagination of what could happen. And
although traveling with the now one-year-olds Max and Calder was not an easy thing to
do, they were soon to become beacons of hope, not only for us, but also for the Egyptians
we would soon encounter.
I am not a historian or political scientist. I am an artist and a storyteller. For this
reason it is through the words and the work of the artists that I traveled and worked with
that I can best paint the picture of our time there together. The following is a collage of
quotes, notes, ideas, and images taken from and by both Egyptian and U.S. artists. I have
labeled them appropriately.
Quotes from the U.S. Delegation as We Process the Prospect of Entering a Revolution
All,
Yesterday, when I spoke to Hend from the Fayoum Center via SKYPE, she was
nervous it was still dangerous but we were going to talk dates later on in the
evening. The rumor was out and she was on her way to go to Tahrir Square to
hear Mubarak resign.
She said that there were very few foreigners in Egypt because of the revolution.
Things have changed since that conversation. I think we need to keep in this
holding pattern. Of course anyone can go at any time! But as director of the
project I need to make sure the artists are safe and that the people who are helping
us are safe. There have been reports of Egyptians getting tortured for
communicating with westerners (see article below).

215

I also need to make sure that we have a safe place to work and Egyptian artists to
work with. I am extremely eager to go and think this is an incredibly important
time to be making art with Egyptians...don't get me wrong! I just need to listen,
research and make an informed decision on the best time to go for the project and
the people involved.
We may still leave on the 24th and have until the 24th of February to make that
decision. But I don't think we should go until we get the OK from the Egyptian
side.
I know it is frustrating! My guess is a lot more will take place today! So keep
your ear on CNN! I am hoping to talk with Hend again today but my guess is a
decision will not be made until something happens in Egypt to push us out of this
limbo land.
I think the Mattress Factory and ArtUp are going to try to capitalize (terrible word
to use!) on the press now though. So I will keep you all posted on that too.
In solidarity!
-Tavia
I am tremendously excited by this. The manifesto made me cry. Maybe I am just
sentimental tonight.
I am sure you are following the news out of Cairo. It is alarming and fascinating.
Shall we plan to meet before we leave? I have found the silk! One piece is red,
the other white. It is draped all over my office as a kind of thought provoker for
me this week.
Holy cow not to feed the negative shakras or gnarly vibes but shit is
getting crazy in Egypt yikes!!
Okay, so I things are continually changing there–that much we know. I heard that
the state department has recommended Americans with travel plans to Egypt
postpone. This could change in the next few weeks. I have little experience with
all of this. I trust your judgment especially where your children are concerned! I
am inclined to feel at ease with your thinking about being fine in Fayoum, but
traveling to Alexandria and Cairo as an American, whose government has and
continues to back the regime, makes me think I should not be naïve.
I woke to the radio and heard they had opened fire in Cairo and I am thinking:
does art have any place once the bullets are already flying? Don’t have an
answer. I have absolute faith that it has a place in preventing things from going
that way...
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I am looking to walk a line between fear-mongering/conservatism, and tilting at
windmills...
On the corner by the cathedral (a building at the University of Pittsburgh) a group
of people were out all afternoon with Egyptian flags and babies and people were
honking, honking as they drove by. When I went back at night for a student
production they were still there.
I ran down to the Health Department yesterday afternoon and got my shots. Now
my arm is burning like my heart.
Words from the Egyptians after February 11
It’s a new county now. Am glad that you coming.
i'd like to take you around cairo i was busy these days cleaning up the streets of
downtown with 1000 other youth . we repainting eveything there . the revolution
changed every one
am glad that you coming .
love for
all
Now we are FreedomFlys
A new day has come without Mubarak & we are alive!! What a great feeling.
just got back from Tahrir square—never seen something like that before ! it's like
A HUGE festival—everyone is out , fireworks .. flags ..horns now im proudly
welcoming you to my Free country Egypt ;)
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Figure 5.1. Noha’s link to Facebook images of Heba Farouk Mahfouz's
photos, a reporter for the Japanese New Agency, Jiji Press, titled The
most beautiful, inspirational, and meaningful pictures of the Egyptian
Revolution, 25-1-2011.
A Sea of Field Notes, the Atlantic to the Mediterranean
I feel like a pioneer mother as I pack the boys’ bags for Egypt. Of course I am not
heading across an unknown land, traveling in a wagon train with a bull’s-eye painted in
misappropriation.
However, this bull’s-eye is could be painted in the blood of privileged and I worry
if I am making the right decision.
We sometimes get mistaken for Germans or Brits which is better than the
“Americans” that we are. Maybe I should put Canadian flags on our backpacks?
6 months ago, when we were discovered to be “Americans”, the immediate
reaction was “Obama #1”! My guess is the Egyptians won’t respond that way now. As
one of the Egyptians artists wrote, “maybe now he is #18 or 19.”
I am reminded of the young Egyptian man Corey I had overheard this summer
while riding on a bus. We were sitting behind him and he was trying to repair a
relationship with a Westerner. We assumed this as he was speaking in English.We also
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assumed her be his girlfriend. He philosophically replied to her “We do these things
because we are these things.” This quote left an impression on both Corey and I, as it is
applicable to life in or out of a relationship.
Maybe I am packing my bag and bringing my family into this chaos because I am
this chaos?
We are having a hard time even getting out of the country…Delta canceled our
flight and we are now flying KLM through NYC and Amsterdam. We will arrive after
the curfew in Cairo, so we will have to spend the first night at the airport.
Like any proper U.S. traveling experience, we have a problem boarding the plane.
The flight is delayed due to the Nantucket like fog outside. To see such fog is unusual in
Pittsburgh. Although the mountains do tend to hold on to the clouds, this is a classic East
Coast scenario, think the pea soup fog of films. And I am not surprised the small puddle
jumper to NYC cannot take off. So the Delta/KLM crew finds away to get rid of us (a
delegation of 5 Pgh artists and 2 babies), by rushing us to the Air France flight straight to
Paris.
We arrive with everyone, but are missing some bags. Thank goodness it is not the
boys’ bag containing baby essentials!
We met Larry, an artist coming in from California at the airport hotel. We will
meet Dawn and Corey who are flying after us back in Cairo. Our goal now is to get to
Alexandria and see the Mediterranean. There we will meet Samar, Osama, and Assam,
artists who were a part of the first workshop.
Amado and Darcy, his U.S. archeologist girlfriend, have arranged a driver and a
van for us. His name is Samuel.
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Amado explains that that Samuel wants to be back in Cairo before dark–to please
hurry.
We don’t hurry…the frustrations of a herder/leader.
As we drive out of the Western-style hotel it is fun to watch and listen to the
others’ responses to Cairo and the new world around them: the roads, the architecture, the
driving, the old Russian cars and the scarves, hejabs and hats—we move through Cairo to
Alexandria.
We arrive after dark. We will later learn that why Samuel wanted to get home
before dark was not because his supper would be cold but because the highways are not
safe at night. And in his tour van, or tourist van, is an easy target.
As Samuel drives off into the Mad Max territory, we Westerners settle into Le
Metropole Hotel, a palatial monument that sits on the Mediterranean Sea. The marble
floors and rococo furniture with a backdrop of rich reds and deep burnt oranges and
yellows remind me of a Russian film. The ceilings are easily 15-20 feet high with an old
glass elevator that Max and Calder are especially mesmerized by.
Our balcony looks over the ocean where we can look down to a green square
framed by horse-drawn carriages waiting for the tourists to come back. It is hard to
believe it has only been 14 days since Mubarak stepped down.
We meet the gang in the lobby after settling in for an hour and we journey out to
the streets of Alex. We are hunting for formula and diapers for the boys and food for us.
We walk down a street that is reminiscent of Times Square. There are not many
restaurants here, just stores of brightly colored clothes and stylish shoes. I suggest we
duck down a less crowded street off the main drag where a pharmacy might be.
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We do and Susanne shares with me how she has been trying to keep track of who
is veiled and who is not. She guesses about 5% of the women are not. I tell her that most
of those are Christians.
We see our first tank, up close and personal.

Figure 5.2. Calder and the Tank. Photo by Susanne Slavick.
We learn that there is an Egyptian saying, “The revolution will not be over…until
everyone gets a picture of themselves on a tank!”
Extracts from Susanne Slavick’s Egypt Diary
Leaving Cairo, we see the pyramids of Giza from afar. Our van is jostling for
position in jammed traffic where lanes are arbitrary. As we head onto the highway, we
see construction everywhere. Piles of dirt, rubble, and concrete line each side of the road
and stretch across the sand. Dead palm tree amputees stand in futile formation in what
must have been former groves and orchards. Grand stone, brick, and metal walls face the
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road, some with ostentatious gates that look more expensive to build than some houses.
Fields stretch behind them with the hint of some mansion in the distance. Everywhere
something is being built but whatever has been cleared just makes new piles along
perimeters that are hard to define. Huge overpasses and highway exits are clothed in
elaborate wooden scaffolding, waiting for connection and completion. New cities pop
out of the sand with names like Evergreen and Dreamland, complexes and compounds
nearly finished but still unoccupied. Everything seems in a state of becoming. We
wonder who can and will live here as we drive past signs for the Arabian Nights Resort.
We wonder how there can be an unemployment problem with so much development and
where the water will come from. New median strips are planted with oleander and grass,
as if grass were needed in the desert!
Excerpt from Welcome to Our Revolution, by Larry Bogad (Performed at the Mattress
Factory Museum, 9/11/11)
When you land in Cairo, when you walk the streets, you can see those 70 billion
missing dollars everywhere by their absence. In the faces of the proud but persistent
people asking you if you need a taxi, or a guide, because there are no better jobs…in the
lousy schools that everyone complains about…in a city of 20 million people with three
functioning traffic lights…oh yeah, to cross the street in Cairo? Across six lanes of
maniacal traffic with no traffic lights? How do you do it? You follow the Egyptians who
know how to do it, you hide behind them as they step in front of moving cars and dodge
between them.
While the upper 1% is having this party, regular working folks struggle just to
survive. We walk past a poor construction worker, he’s probably 45 but looks 65,
covered in dust as he shovels at some rubble. It’s the smoking ruins of a police station in
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Alexandria, which was blown up during the revolution—though according to some of our
friends, the government blew it up to make the revolutionaries look bad. We’ll never
know. Anyway the worker watches us pass across the busy street—and he drops his
shovel and runs and dodges across four lanes of crazy traffic to greet us. He reaches into
his pocket with his calloused hand, pulls out a handful of dusty dates, his lunch, and
hands them to us, smiles and says…“Welcome to Egypt.”
Welcome to Egypt! Welcome to Egypt! Tanks everywhere! Replacing the hated
police on the streets! Friendly soldiers, draftees. People replacing the police, directing
traffic.
The babies are very popular…now I can imagine you’re thinking—what happens
if you bring two little American babies into a revolutionary zone? I honestly saw those
babies made us safer! Everyone loved us, the little blonde babies in the backpacks were a
huge hit. People stopped to greet us to stop traffic for us.”
On our last night in Alex, Gary and I leave the rest of the group to put the boys to
bed and get an early night ourselves. We walk along the Mediterranean back to our hotel
we feel safe with the babies. We will find this is the case throughout the trip.
“Welcome to Egypt!” This is what everyone says as we go by. I feel like it is the
Fourth of July and I have my face painted with the Egyptian flag. It matches the
streamers, flags, wigs, t-shirts, and other paraphernalia that is out among the strolling
Alexandrians on a warm and free Egyptian night.
We are not very threatening with babies and we don’t feel threatened. We feel
welcomed.
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Extracts from Susanne Slavick’s Egypt Diary
Everyone feels different now. We see children volunteering to paint the curbs in
alternating black and white. Civilians assume the roles of traffic police. There is a new
sense of civic involvement, pleas to treat each other well, to stop harassing women and so
on. Everyone is waiting and hoping for the situation to change; they know it will take
time. Ahmet says between 40% and 60%of the people live in poverty. The city looks
like it. One can see the former splendor of some buildings, but most seem in a state of
decay and poor maintenance. Charm is in hiding.
To Fayoum
The beauty of Fayoum is ancient and silent…and so are our fears and
reservations.

Figure 5.3. Artists gather in Fayoum. Photo by Tavia La Follette.
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Extracts from Susanne Slavick’s Egypt Diary
We turn on the road to the Fayoum Art Center and see camels, water buffalo, and
donkeys. We arrive to palm-covered verandas and blossoming bougainvillea, covered
pavilions lined with carpets and floor cushions. Our rooms are simple with a dark wood
beamed ceiling and ochre stucco walls. Furniture made of palm branches. No hangers or
shower curtain. Brand new tiles in the bathroom, but the grouting and cement simply get
the job done so smears and spatters remain. I wish I had brought my palette cleaner razor
blades to finish off the detail work.

Figure 5.4. Walkway to the center. Photo by Tavia La
Follette.

Figure 5.5. Fayoum artists. Photo by Tavia La Follette.
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Figure 5.6. Andrew Johnson and Max Huck. Photo by Tavia La
Follette.

Figure 5.7. The locals in Fayoum. Photo by Tavia La Follette.
Three of our artists: Noraun, Noha, and Assma have been told by their family that
they cannot travel to Fayoum. The rumors of highway bandits keep them from
participating in the workshop. We will have to meet them in Cairo. It feels so strange to
be so close yet so far away.
Silenced and in awe of the beauty, while fearful for the beauty and the uncertainty
of it all.
Extracts from Susanne Slavick’s Egypt Diary
In the workshop, we discuss what to do in Tahrir Square. The social sculptures
we have been doing here might not be received well there or even be as visible. We
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decide bring a huge puppet that has been started in the puppet workshop and to call her
Lady Liberty. There is one hand finished on which we will write “We are one hand,” an
Egyptian expression of unity. Her dress will bear the names of the people killed there.
We also discuss that it should be the Egyptians carrying the puppet with the Americans
accompanying or perhaps making some sound to suggest pageantry.

Figure 5.8. Working on the puppet. Photo by Corey Sattler.
Our plans change with the afternoon news. New violence has erupted in Tahrir
Square with thugs bearing knives and machetes attacking people. Ibrahim’s girlfriend
says there will be news names of martyrs to add to the puppet’s streaming cape. People
here speak of the clash between Christians and Muslims and that unity is the highest goal
at this moment.

Figure 5.9. Andrew, Max, and bull. Photo by Tavia La Follette.

227

Figure 5.10. Amado and Calder on a walk. Photo by Andrew
Johnson.
Notes from Corey Sattler on the First Day of the Workshop
Moosey: Helps warm everyone up (attention, reaction, competition) and introduce
new artists to the group.
Warrior Run: Creating a runway of people and having one person at a time run
with his/her eyes closed builds more camaraderie and extends upon the “blind artist”
metaphor in having to trust each other. Once everyone has gone, artists feel as though
there is nothing to be afraid of (watching others and then doing it one’s self) and are
comfortable with the idea.
Ironically, one artist did fall contrary to the instructor’s encouragement that no
one would get hurt. A good laugh was had.
One artist professed, “I felt embarrassed” when the instructor asked for feedback
about the exercise. Most of the group seconded this notion. The instructor took note of
this and had the group complete more blind runs, but this time backwards, and then with
a partner. During this process, three other artists at the Center came down and joined
without prompt, thus proving that the environment was welcoming.
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The group turned into a team in the way they cheered for each other when
running, as if it were a sporting event.
Creative Runway: Now that all participants were comfortable with the idea,
individuals were given a chance to perform for the first time of the day by completing an
interpretive “run” down the same path as before. Self-expression was still uncomfortable
for some, while others let themselves be as they were entirely (i.e., one really sweet girl
hugged everyone blindly).
The instructor/director was always ready to note for the group when a subject of
importance was touched upon by artists. For instance, when an artist built an entire story
through his “walk,” the instructor took a moment to acknowledge this and make sure
everyone understood the term “narrative.” While this term may already be familiar for
many, having it explained in the context of a visual example helps build new
understanding in the case of performance and installation art.
The direction of learning provided by the head instructor is a mastery of
subtleness.
Group Human Sculpture: A short break was taken to clear everyone’s heads,
and then the group was split into two and given ten minutes to construct an installation.
Rules were given that it should be non-verbal and include no movement and no props,
thus focusing the group technique on space, form, and structure. Once completed, the
alternative group would critique the installation, whereupon the instructor invited them to
suggest ideas for including sound, movement, props, and a title for the piece. Each time
something new was introduced, the group was asked to interpret how it changed the
piece. This helped artists begin to see how the individual components of performance
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and installation art affect a piece of work so that they may begin to build their own in the
near future.
A second round of this exercise was played, this time with the allowance of one
prop, one sound, and one movement. Keeping these dynamics to a minimum, again,
helped center focus on their power in the composition of a piece.
Towards the end, artists became a little too critical of the plausible meanings of
each individual component in a piece. The instructor took this as a sign that artists were
forgetting the importance of feeling and power of “in the moment” decision making,
which lead into the turn of the next exercise.
Thirty Seconds to Install: Artists were kept in 2 groups of 6 and given 30
seconds to agree upon a space and then play off of each other’s use of it. Incredible
installations were made in this way to begin with, but then the instructor had to remind
artists to stop thinking too much! Titles from these pieces were as follows:
Metro Station
Get Out of my Neighbor’s Yard
I Got My Ball Back!
Atlantis
Tea Parties
Downfall of the Bourgeoisie
Spider
Hugh!
The importance of this exercise was to help artists begin to explore space outside
of the previous comfort of a day and a half. It is interesting to note that the instructor
only warned artists about thinking too much when they did not go further than space they
were already familiar with.
Title Guidance: The day ended with wonderful demonstrations of understanding
the idea of performance and installation art. Artists were split further into 3 groups of 4
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and given 15 minutes to install something under the idea of “The Struggle from the
Wilderness Within.”
Groups in this case were given the freedom to use as many props, sounds, and
movements as they wished. Most all of the pieces remained stagnant in that they did not
involve multiple locations; that is, once installed, they remained as is in terms of space.
As the groups were talking it out amongst themselves, coming up with a plan, the
director walked around to observe and give comments ONLY when necessary (i.e., when
the director felt as though the group was getting off topic, and/or breaking a rule clearly
defined before they began, or to answer questions from the group itself).
Talk backs were centered on ideas of how each component added or detracted
from a piece, further reinforcing understanding in this new language between artists.
Some sound recording was taken from these discussions.
Moving Into the Landscape

Figure 5.11. Wind and water ritual. Photo by Tavia La Follette.
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5.1

Figure 5.12. Wind and water ritual 2. Photo by Tavia La Follette.
Extracts from Susanne Slavick’s Egypt Diary
Today we go out to the desert to interact with the landscape. It blows us away

with its beauty. Cylindrical formations with lacy sand canopies, dimpled with protruding
domes are like nothing we’ve seen before. Egg-shaped boulders dot the expanses of
sand. Upon closer view, they seem wrapped in dry sheaves of flaky compressed sand.
There is no plant in sight but there are burnt looking tuna cans. It is cool and bright under
the intense blue sky, and silent except for the murmurs we make.

Figure 5.13. Desert installation 1. Photo by Tavia La Follette.

232

Figure 5.14. Desert installation 2. Photo by Tavia La Follette.

Figure 5.15. Wound up. Photo by Susanne Slavick.
Extracts from Susanne Slavick’s Egypt Diary
Tavia holds Sara on her shoulders; they become a tall goddess of the sand,
wrapped in red silk with branches for arms. We pile back into the back of a truck, eat
cinnamon almond wafers that I brought from IKEA, and try not to choke on the dust.
To Tahrir
The following excerpts were taken from interviews done by artist Holy Thuma.
These words are selected from among our Egyptian artists:
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At Tahrir, we’re sleeping in the street. So one day I woke up and I found myself
sleeping next to a woman who was wearing the whole veil and the hajab, and usually,
usually she, those women would be very strict. They wouldn’t stand next to guy. Then,
she was sleeping next to me! I mean that’s how safe she felt, and that’s how much she
felt about me, and that how I felt about her: we were one family. That was a moment that
I will never forget, I will always cherish–that something like that might happen. I would
never consider in a hundred years. So I would have to say that was an unbelievable
moment for me.

Figure 5.16. New Egypt. Photo by Tavia La Follette.
In the beginning I was surprised…I look in the news and see the country burning.
The people had this feeling after the revolution in Tunisia—why are we not doing
something now? If Tunisia did it, we can do it too. It gave the people hope and courage
to achieve what they have achieved. I did not think it would be on that scale...I always
thought that the Egyptians would not have an uprising, ever. They have been oppressed
all of their history, and they have this mentality of peacefulness...“We don’t care...it’s not
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our problem...it’s not our country.” The people did not care about other people. And
what happened...that they started caring about everything. The people have awakened
from a long sleep, and for me it was very inspiring. I have lived here all of my life but I
doubted this, and I was even making jokes about it all the time-ah, the people won't do
anything, they won’t care...suddenly everyone cares.

Figure 5.17. Liberty flags. Photo by Tavia La Follette.
When I go to Tahrir Square, Tahrir square was like a school, because so many
people came, because they hear that some people are occupying Tahrir Square, but they
don’t know anything about it. So they just went and they don’t understand what is
happening, and they were asking, “What's happening? Why are all these people here?”
And that was the role of activists—people who have knowledge and who have awareness.
They kept on telling the others what they should do, and what this is all about, and why
are we doing this, and why this is very important, and why this is in the benefit of our
country...we have to love our country because we don’t have another place to go, so there
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is no way out of it—it must be beautiful, it must be clean, it must be right...we have to
end the corruption and all the things we’ve suffered from.
At this time many things are changing inside us.

Figure 5.18. Egypt’s future. Photo by Tavia La Follette.
So my friend told me “come on lets go and we’ll be with each other.” We are
photographers so we wanted to document what is happening in Tahrir…we thought this
was very important to be doing…at this time. This is a very important role for the artists
to be playing at this time. Plus we are citizens. And we are also artists so it was a very
important thing to be doing. So we said, “okay, let’s go.” And our friends started telling
us “are you crazy?” Where are you going, it’s impossible to go to Tahrir, you might
arrested you might be hurt. Just go home go home. And we said, no, no we’ll be safe
and we are hoping for the best. And they said you are just crazy girls you don’t know
what to do. You are putting your life in danger. And we said, “No, you are wrong
because you are staying. We are right because we are going.”
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Extracts from Susanne Slavick’s Egypt Diary
A cleric in full robes holds a Bible and Qu’ran high, silently testifying that we are
all one. A Coptic cross is hoisted past the Kentucky Fried Chicken franchise, which
became a clinic for the injured. It is now part of the revolutionary lore as Mubarak’s
regime claimed it was feeding the protesters and egging them on as one of those
nefarious outside agitator forces. In their very real hunger and asserting their
independence, those committed to remaining for days in the square apparently chanted,
“Where’s my KFC?”
We are often swept away by the throngs of people, snapping photos everywhere.
Yet we are just as often asked to pose with the Egyptians; they are genuinely delighted
that we are there. A refrain of “welcome to Egypt” greets us with every step.

Figure 5.19. Performance art in Tahrir. Photo by Tavia La Follette.
An Egyptian/American Opening
Excerpt from Welcome to Our Revolution, by Larry Bogad (Performed at the Mattress
Factory Museum, 9/11/11)
Gary brought some great American cartoons about the revolution, and his
colleagues in Egypt put together a massive number of Egyptian cartoons…and these
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cartoonists just a month earlier, could not draw what they wanted. So the
exuberance…fantastic cartoons—Mubarak shoving the pyramids in his ears so he can’t
hear the protesters, another one showing the pyramids upside down to show the turning
over of the social order, one where a pyramid grows into a huge mass of protesters, one
in which sharks are protesting Mubarak—wait wait wait, I asked my friends, what’s this
one? The sharks are protesting Mubarak. No, yeah, I see that but why sharks? Why not
dolphins or mollusks? Oh you don’t know about the sharks? No, man, I don’t know
about the sharks! Oh, well the Mubarak regime, to distract us from our problems, would
often talk about scandals with Israel and the Mossad… “A Mossad agent has been
captured…more news soon…he was having an affair with an Egyptian woman…stay
tuned….” So, a little while ago, a German tourist woman was bitten by sharks at a resort
in the Sinai. And the news agencies said “We cannot at this time confirm or deny if these
sharks were trained by the Mossad to attack our tourists to ruin our tourism industry.”
And the people were like, “Ok, look, yes, we hate Israel, but don’t insult our
intelligence!”
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Figure 5.20. Gary and Max Huck at cartoon exhibit. Photo
by Corey Sattler.

Figure 5.21. Tavia and Calder Huck, Altier Gallery, Cairo.
Photo by Corey Sattler.
Notes from Corey Sattler on the Last day of the Workshop: The Exhibit/Performance
The group surprisingly on time in terms of arrival but is about half an hour late
getting started (3:30 pm). This is not bad, though, as one of the experienced artists
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(Larry) steps up to get things going with a group warm-up exercise while the director is
busy rubbing out other fires.
Rehearsal
The rehearsal lasts about 2 hours and goes wonderful. The artists are still high on
confidence from the success of the Jam Session, and are more daring in terms of
exploring ideas. They also seem fueled by the sudden desire to do well for the show
tonight. It is as if urgency has finally introduced itself.
The ground rules set yesterday help artists focus their energy to build more
relatable ideas for an audience to understand. Some of the ideas from Jam Session are
practiced again, while others morph into new ideas, while still yet, completely new ideas
form in the new space (if there were no new ideas, then one should worry…).
While it would have obviously been better to have done this a day before the final
exhibit, the group makes it work and in “last-minute” Cairo fashion, are ready to put on!
Exhibition/Performance

Figure 5.22. Susanne Slavick, a Pittsburgh painter performs in public for the first
time, Altier Gallery, Cairo. Photo by Corey Sattler.
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The director does an excellent job managing the artists’ show with a bell.
Everything is a huge success, as the crowd’s applause indicates understanding all of those
things left unsaid by the group’s largely quiet/purely visual performance.
Another indication of large success came with the addition of artists from the
previous year’s workshop. Without having taken part in the Fayoum workshop, last
year’s artists were able to work themselves into the group effortlessly, as if they had been
there all along. This shows that not only did last year’s artist retain what they had
learned, but that this year’s newer artists were confident enough in the director to trust
her in bringing in unfamiliar faces during such a poignant moment. Because the artists
were able to put on such a great show, it also shows that the director–while having to
customize plans accordingly, was able to achieve the same end result in two different
groups of artists.
This is first proof that the language being built is universal.
Approximately 50-70 people were in attendance

Figure 5.23. The performers, Altier Gallery, Cairo. Photo by Corey Sattler
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Extracts from Susanne Slavick’s Egypt Diary
I am exhilarated by what I have seen here in the rural area of Fayoum and in the
midst of Tahrir Square where Andrew and I were swept away physically and emotionally
by what we saw and the incessant and genuine welcome our group received wherever we
went. Having blond one-year-old twins with us in backpack carriers breaks down a lot of
barriers!
I have lost some of my natural inhibitions and have been involved in a
performance workshop with Tavia LaFollette. We will perform at the Cairo Atelier this
Sunday night.
Post-script
As Susanne crosses a border and breaks out of her container, I can’t help but be
reminded of Lingis’s (2000) idea that, “connecting becomes a heroic act” (24). Each
heroic act, inward or outward, public and private, gives me strength and builds courage to
trust my tacit knowing. Embodied by other people’s voices, I become the collage I am
building.
Current events chronologically told in a prism of perspective, I am here now.
Capturing moments like fireflies in a jam jar of summer.
Can I capture a heroic act?
Even a private one?
These are the connective tissues of questions I take with me as I travel back to the
United States.
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Chapter VI: Welcome to America
In this final chapter my goal is to revisit the ideological structure (the fourdimensional pyramid) built in Chapter I. To refresh the reader, this structure is built on a
foundation of instincts, and has four triangular walls with three points each. Each wall is
just as important as the other in order to keep the structure sound. For the sake of
organizing my thoughts and leading the reader through my findings, I have listed them in
the following order. This is the order in which I will walk the reader through the rest of
the project.
The first wall is Leader as Change Agent (knowing/doing/being), the second wall
is Practice (reflective/aesthetic/transformation), the third wall is Methodology (arts
based/auto-ethnography/ performative writing), and the fourth wall is Audience
(revolutionaries/artists/art appreciators). As mentioned when I first introduced this
construction, I designed the structure as a beacon to guide my actions, goals, and
expectations, assembling the parts around the main idea: Meaning Making, which is the
center and most dimensional piece of the puzzle.
As I travel back to the United States, work with the U.S. artists in Pittsburgh,
curate the exhibition, program community events, integrate current events, interact with
audience via cooks tours (curatorial tours once a month of the exhibition), produce the
performance series, and struggle with immigration to get the Egyptians to the United
States, I lean and reflect on this ideological structure and translate ideas into my own
interpretation of meaning making.
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Leading Change and Making Culture
Making Culture: Knowing
In my limited experience, it seems that once you are a mother, you are always a
mother first. If my son is sick, he comes first. This doesn’t mean that I am not sad or
mad about what it might have done to interrupt my day, but it means that his health gets
put before anything else. This is the type of knowing that lies not only in the heart and
soul of a parent, but deep in the marrow of his or her bones. I type these words as our
country tries to digest the massacre at Sandy Hook Elementary in Newtown
Connecticut…as a mother tries to digest. As a father tries to digest. As a community
tries to digest. A massacre. Adam Lanza. A son who had a mother. As son who had a
community.
As a leader and change agent I have to ask myself what kind of culture are we
making that does not recognize and care for each other’s sick children? Gun control is a
topical application that will not help with the root of the problem. Guns have been in the
country since the country began. What can I, as mother, as a change agent, and as a
social activist do? What can I, as a bridge builder do?
I was in Nablus, Palestine, this summer, researching the next “tunnel” project
when the news about James Holmes, a troubled Colorado neuroscience graduate student
who opened fire in a dark theater during a viewing of the latest Batman movie. Khitam, a
new friend said to me, “And people form the U.S. think we are the violent ones.”
In Clifford Geertz’s last chapter of The Interpretation of Cultures (1973), he
discusses the Balinese Cockfight as a text of the people. “Every people, as the proverb
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has it, loves its own form of violence” and describes that “the idea remains theoretically
undeveloped; and the more profound corollary, so far as anthropology is concerned, that
cultural forms can be treated as texts, as imaginative works built out of societal materials,
has yet to be systematically exploited” (449).
I am not proposing that gun instigated massacres are a loved violence; however,
something is perpetuating them. The United States certainly has a Wild West gun
slinging gangster text to it. And coming from a Pittsburgh perspective, I can’t help but
add football to the mix. Geertz goes on to explain that when a young Balinese attends a
cockfight, “What he learns there is what his culture’s ethos and his private sensibility (or,
anyway, certain aspects of them) look like when spelled out externally in a collective
text; that the two are near enough alike to be articulated in the symbolics of a single such
text; and–the distinguishing part–that the text in which this revolution is accomplished
consists of a chicken hacking another mindlessly to bits” (449).
So what is our collective text in the United States? What are we teaching our
young men and women? What cultural texts are we reading to them (and encouraging
them to privately fantasize about) as we encourage them to play football even though it
causes brain damage, promote drug abuse, and have been a breeding ground for sexual
abuse? And what of those who see this life a “way out” and off the streets where guns
are almost as available as footballs? What kind of parents, leaders, change agents are we
to allow these things to happen even though we know they are wrong? As we move
through this last chapter, I ask the reader to consider what kind of culture we are making
with our knowledge?
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Making Culture: Being
Being a mother or a parent of any sort (I like to believe) is universal. I
contemplate this on the plane ride back to the States. There will be lots of questions
about the revolution. And even more questions as the Occupy Movement begins. But we
are not there yet.
Now I am on a plane, headed back to the United States. I am reflecting on my
sons, now asleep and safely transported through the revolution.
Although it is reported in one of the performance pieces that we had the boys in
Tahrir Square, we did not. There was too much uncertainty in the square. Violence had
accrued while we were in the country and even though Egyptians brought their children
to the square to witness and remember, it was not my revolution and I was not willing to
take the chance that hostility would erupt again while the boys were in the square. We
would certainly be a target as Westerners and I would be of particular notice as an
uncovered and assumed Christian.
One of my favorite moments in Tahrir was an exhibition of women’s solidarity. I
have sat in enough bar stools, located in deep dark holes in the walls, late at night, and
worked on enough construction sites to the point that it is pretty hard to offend me. Well
aware that my uncovered head was a green light for groping and that a crowded Tahrir
could make the act rather anonymous, I had come suited in leathery skin; however, at
one point I felt that there were far too many hands involved and I turned around and
started hissing like a cat. Within moments, I was encircled by Muslim women who
immediately started ululating around me, building a wailing wall of protection. Holly,
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one of the performance-based artists joined with us in the ancient practice. Most
common in the Middle East and Northern Africa, it is typically produced by a tremor like
movement of the uvula and tongue while vocalizing a high-pitched yodeling like sounds.
Frequently used in ritual celebrations, it can also be exercised in times of respect, like a
funeral. Or at a moment honoring someone. With integrity, unity, grace, and border
crossing these women swept in rescued me while also celebrating our sisterhood.

Figure 6.1. Ululating in Tahrir. Photo by Andrew Johnson.
This beautiful moment was countered the following evening when my husband
and I were walking through Old Cairo with the boys in their backpacks. Down the
narrow cobblestone streets, where customers and community congregate, it is hard not to
run into each other when passing. While perusing the streets a middle-aged Egyptian man
did more than just run into me. Normally, I probably wouldn’t have said anything, but I
had a baby on my back. So I yelled out, without really thinking about it, “Hey! I am a
mother!” My husband and one of the other male artists went running after the guy. I
called them back, however, I was rather mad. Isn’t the respect of motherhood a universal
thing? Was this an unusual circumstance? Either way, I learned something about my
limits as a mother and a leader.
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In chapter three of Exploring Leadership: For College Students Who Want to
Make a Difference (2007) written by the creative team of Susan Komives, Nance Lucas,
and Timothy McMahon, the authors explain how leadership might be looked at like a
philosophy. They express how leadership relies so heavily on relationships, describing
the five components of the Relational Leadership model as: the process, together with
inclusion, empowerment, and ethics, all come together to create the purpose (75). All of
this makes sense to me but I am particularity interested in the section on knowing-doingbeing and the philosophical aspects of the model:
Individuals involved in the leadership process (leaders, members, cocreators, and so on) need to know themselves well before they can
effectively work with others to influence change or achieve common
purpose. It is not enough to simply drive an agenda or accomplish small or
big wins. The leadership process calls for those engaged in it to be
knowledgeable (knowing), to be aware of self and others (being), and to
act (doing). The knowing-being-doing model represents a holistic
approach to the leadership development of yourself and others. These
three components are interrelated—the knowledge you possess can
influence your ways of thinking, which can influence your actions. And it
is also true that your beliefs and way of existing in this world (being) can
influence your actions, which can influence your behaviors. This pattern
of influence is circular and not on a straight path. (76)
Something inside me (instincts) inspired me to hiss the men away from me in
Tahrir Square. This signal, was understood my female Arab heroes who in turn, honored
me as a woman while also allowing the celebration of revolution to continue (being).
This most elegant, inspiring and complex border crossing moment of communication was
such a wonderful lesson in the act of doing. Even more impressive is the matter of
seconds in which the transmission was sent out, received, and acted on.
This idea that my knowing and being influences my doing makes perfect sense.
For example when I was in Old Cairo, like Tahrir, I knew I was in a Muslim-based
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country; however, Tavia the mother, was not willing to put up with the same thing
(being) that Tavia the artist was and this affected my doing.
But what of not knowing?
Do we have the freedom to be, without knowing?
Can we just be without having to act (doing) in a certain way?
A quick story of mother as change agent, social activist, and culture maker:
Because they were Born a month and a half early, Max and Calder were in the
NICU for two weeks. This entitled us access to a state program that would track their
development and offer free literature, consolation, and therapy if need. We were grateful
for the program, liked the confirmation that the boys were on track, and even utilized the
physical therapy for a short period.
This December the boys turned three years old and the program would make one
last evaluation and conclude the tracking and services. The evaluations are done via a
scoring system that rates where they are on various levels: intellectual skills, motor skills,
social skills, etc. The boys did wonderfully. I was not worried. They know all their
colors and animals. They can count and stack blocks, use tools to eat, and draw, etc…but
when the evaluator asked them if there were a boy or a girl, they just didn’t respond and
kept playing. They didn’t respond because they didn’t understand the question. I
explained to the evaluator that categorizing them never really came up. We encouraged
them to play with dolls and trains, to love pink just as much as blue.
Although the boys passed the evaluation and are where they should be in terms of
the score, they lost points for not knowing if they were a boy or a girl. In raising these
boys, Gary and I are raising the next generation, who will in turn build their own culture.
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Will this be a culture of wall building and isolation, or will it be a culture of community
crossing and collaboration?
Making Culture: Doing
David Chrislip and Carl Larson put together a very important book called
Collaborative Leadership: How Citizens and Civic Leaders Can Make a
Difference (1994), in which they analyze leaders who address pubic issues
(making culture) by putting together teams of creative visionaries and problem
solvers.
Collaboration is more than simply sharing knowledge and information
(communication) and more than a relationship that helps each party achieve its
own goals (cooperation and coordination). The purpose of collaboration is to
create a shared vision and joint strategies to address concerns that go beyond the
purview of any particular party. (5)

Learning how to put together a team that has a “shared vision” to cross borders to better
understand one another was my next task. This doing, this making of culture, of a smaller
creative culture to speak to the public was my job as a curator.

Figures 6.2-6.4. Three images of installation in Fayoum. Photos by Tavia La Follette.
I took this very seriously and I knew that even though there would be varied opinions
from the artists and the audiences who both produced and interacted with the work, the
purpose was to cross over that conflict and come to a place of understanding, a place of
collaboration, a place of experimenting toward a new art for a new world.
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My doing now was to keep the cultures crossing and connecting with the aim of
art as dialogue. Or, as Turner (1982) explains, “The movement from ethnography to
performance is a process of pragmatic reflexivity. Not the reflexivity of a narcissistic
isolate moving among his or her memories and dreams, but the attempt of representatives
of one generic modality of human existence” (100). It was now time to perform in
Pittsburgh!

Figure 6.5. Media in Tahrir Square. Photo by Tavia La Follette.
And bring with me the energy from Tahrir Square and put it to work, exploring, as the
Egyptians did, how to use virtual art as a force for social change.
Practice in Pittsburgh
Pgh Workshop-A Movement across Rooms, Rivers & Space, article by Sarah Weiskopf
(http://fireflytunnels.net/pghworkshop)
I walk into the dark theater on 937 Liberty Avenue and see nothing but the black
outlines of auditorium seats. It smells like wood and the rain from outside with a hint of
Indian food, which I believe one of the artists brought in. There is no one around, so I
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take a seat and relax. Slowly, one by one, artists of all sorts begin to make their way into
the theater, each enthusiastically introducing themselves to me.
To me, an outsider just beginning to establish a connection with the project, it
seems like the first workshop; however, it is the third in a series of three. The first
workshop was held in Egypt in August of 2010, before the revolution. The second
workshop was held, also in Egypt, in March 2011, during the revolution. And the final
workshop, which I was lucky enough to attend, was held in Pittsburgh from May 14-22,
2011, from 1-7 p.m., post revolution.

Figures 6.6-6.8. Three images from the Pittsburgh workshop. Photos by Aaron Hollan.

As I begin to learn the names of these artists, I ask them simple questions about
the workshop trying to get a feel for what they have been involved in. One artist tells me
they began inside, at the Bricolage Theater in downtown Pittsburgh, building trust
through games that may seem silly to an outside viewer. Once trust was established
between the artists, they took their work outside to Phipps Conservatory, the Carnegie
Mellon University campus, the streets of Braddock and downtown Pittsburgh, and our
cities very own bridges. They simply use the city of Pittsburgh as a landscape for their
art, in this case, performance art.
These workshops act as a metaphorical tunnel because, “the commonality
between artists on both sides of the tunnel [in Egypt and in Pittsburgh] is that they’ve
done this intensive workshop with me” explains Director Tavia La Follette. The
workshops help to build trust between the artists while simultaneously producing a
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language of peace.
One of the artists/art curators in the workshop was Katherine Talcott, a contracted
curator who is known locally for working with the Three Rivers Arts festival, The
Mattress Factory, Museum, Fe Gallery, and the Pittsburgh Center for the Arts.

Figures 6.9-6.10. Tavia La Follette and Katherine Talcott at the Mattress Factory
Museum mapping out the space. Photos by Aaron Hollan.
Once trust was built, the tunnel was opened for communication, Katherine and
Tavia invited me to attend the first walk through of the space in the Mattress Factory
annex. We walked through each room and looked at the dimensions and the overall
space to begin a conversation about which pieces would look right in which rooms. Once
I attended this walk through the parallel between the importance of movement in the
workshops and the importance of movement between rooms in the exhibit space was
made clear.
Reflections from the Director/Curator
Oddly enough, I found the Pittsburgh- based workshops to be the most difficult.
To keep in line with my triangular structure of Practice, I have been reflective, taking in
the aesthetics and analyzing the transformations in myself and in the participants. We
operated the workshops in the same manor, beginning inside, gaining trust and working
our way outside into the landscape, cityscape, and pedestrianscape.
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Figure 6.11. Pittsburgh workshop performance. Photo by Aaron Hollan.
Perhaps it was the lack of exoticism that happens when working with “the other,”
or perhaps some of these artists were established and had other projects they were
working on (but so did the Egyptians), or maybe it is just a cultural difference. But these
U.S. artists were generally more skeptical, asking many more questions about the
process, which often interrupted the rhythm. They were more argumentative and less risk
taking than the Egyptians. They locked horns more between mediums (theater vs. art).
The Pittsburgh artists were very good at knowing and doing but not so good at being.
They tangled more with personalities and ideas, setting a stage to be defensive and/or
competitive. Even Holly, who had just been in Egypt, seemed overly protective and I
wondered how much of it had to do with entering back into this culture. The following is
an excerpt from my field notes on one of the exercises:
Holly re-wrote her work from Egypt. Anya mentioned how it was very
performative and too thought-out, therefore, less intimate or honest.
I also noted that it was much more angry and I wondered if that came from
the resentment of coming back to the States and seeing how much gratitude the
culture lacks and how apathetic we can be as a nation.

254
When I read my field notes, I can’t help but reflect on Holly and wonder if she and I are
sharing the same lens? Perhaps it is me whose patience has run out? Perhaps it was me
who projected the negative skepticism onto the workshop?
Once we move outside a snap of freedom always seems to happen in the
workshop…not matter what country you are in. This is when things get exciting.

Figure 6.12. Taking the Pgh workshop outside, image
1: Junk. Photo by Aaron Hollan.

Figure 6.13. Taking the Pgh workshop outside, image 2: Silent
flowers. Photo by Tavia La Follette.

Figure 6.14. Taking the Pgh workshop outside, image
3: Released. Photo by Aaron Hollan.
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Vagabonds with old suitcases and a shopping cart full of props
Human artifacts to be deciphered
into the landscape
illuminating, rendering, depicting our conscious and unconscious
Gravel, oily puddles and railroad ties connect the dots
Skeletal remains of a steel civilization
we animate and entertain with the freedom of a child’s imagination
Hope rises
even at the rusty corners of a strangers mouth, who pretends not to be looking

Figure 6.15. Taking the Pgh workshop outside, image 4: Steel Horse. Photo by
Aaron Hollan.
This playful moment of entering the landscape and the uncertainty of unknowing
audiences is when the artists truly start to transform and use the aesthetic influences
around them. The work becomes more experimental, less thought out, and
improvisational. This is when we really start cooking and, just like in Egypt, the artists
who will eventually be in the show surface to the top.
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Figure 6.16. Human machine. Photo by Tavia La Follette.

Figure 6.17. In the name of…Photo by Tavia La Follette.
Chrislip and Larson’s (1994) ideas on civic leaders and citizens also applies to artists and
the process of curating them into a cultural exchange.
Both cooperation and collaboration are helpful processes: cooperation
helps the other person or group achieve their own goals, whereas
collaboration joins with another person or group in setting and
accomplishing mutual, shared goals. The “collaborative premise” is a
belief that “if you bring the appropriate people together in constructive
ways with good information, they will create authentic visions and
strategies for addressing the shared concerns of the organization or
community.” (14)
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Figure 6.18. Inner City Installation Pgh workshop 1. Photo by
Tavia La Follette.

Figure 6.19. Inner City Installation Pgh workshop 2. Photo by
Tavia La Follette.
The knowing-doing-being formula allows us to practice together, transforming each
other, guided by aesthetics, and reflecting on what works and what doesn’t, enabling us
to formulate ideas and bond as a core group of artists. We create instant human
installations downtown and throughout various sites around Pittsburgh, with grace and
experimentation. I know some will fall to the side, and it was more difficult to build the
nucleus group, yet it is clear nevertheless that we have an ensemble group ready to work.
We have a common vocabulary of symbols, text, sound, and rhythm. I can now open the
“tunnel” for communication.
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Figures 6.20-6.22. Boal earth ball exercises, 3 images. Photos by Aaron Hollan.
Method or Ideology?
Writing the World a More Caring Space
In Carl Leggo’s piece “Living Love Stories: Fissures, Fragments, Fringes”
(2009), he discusses how he interweaves performative writing, poetry, auto-ethnography,
and research together explaining, “I ruminate on issues of relationship, family,
community, school culture, becoming human, and attending to silence. I especially focus
on the word love as four silent letters that need to be declared, heard, and lived in schools
and out of schools” (147). This study on Leggo’s four-letter word can be found in the
beautifully curated book Poetic Inquiry: Vibrant Voices in the Social Sciences (2009).
I had a great heartbreak during this project.
The loss of a love over an eagle. An image. A symbol. An ideology.
The Mattress Factory Museum, a very tech savvy space, placed images of the
final touches being made before the exhibit went up on Facebook. One of the artists,
Hend Samir, who was in the show and who I considered to be a dear friend responded
with great disgust about one of the installations called Tahri2. The piece was largely
designed by Emily Laychak, who was also very close to Hend. The installation will be
discussed further in the last section of this chapter but the main idea was to take a feather
out of the hat of the Egyptians and to inspire people in the United States.
The Facbook conversation took place like this:
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MUSEUM POSTING:
“Sites of Passage” Curator Tavia La Follette and
Exhibitions Manager Owen Smith put final touches on the “Tahrir2” piece before the
exhibition opens at 7pm tonight.
Hend Samir nice mural but i don't like that part of our flag is on the floor (the eagle) and
people walk over it! it looks like it is printed.
not nice at all
Mattress Factory - Museum of Contemporary Art Hi Hend, we're sure Tavia will talk
with you about your concerns, but she may still be preparing for the show. We'll be sure
to pass along your comments. We wish you were here!
Gary Huck hend, gary here.the eagle on a floor is metaphor—people must decide
whether to step on the rights of others or respect them!
Hend Samir this is like despising something by puting it in the toilet
and then blame people that they urinated on it !?
Gary Huck i must say that is a powerful image, but unlike a toilet a symbol on the floor
can be walked around. we all ll sorry you are offended, but being offended is NOT A
CONDITION TO CENSOR , this exhibit is meant to provoke and provoked you are!
Hend Samir well it has nothing to do with censor.
images were made in Tahrir's floor but surrounded with rocks for example. but it seem
that you don't want to compromise, your way is just typical to the american ignorance
Gary Huck i'll mention the rocks to tavia and emily. you seem very angry is this
personal?
Tavia LaFollette Hend- I am about to e-mail you. Ignorance is a strong word to use and I
agree that you seem very angry. Perhaps we should skype about this? Both Emily and I
designed the room to honor Egypt. There were many Egyptians at the opening who were
so happy and proud and thanked us for “bringing Tahrir Sqaure to them”.
This is actually a very pertinent conversation as this project is all about the dialogue and I
would love to discuss it further with you! So much misunderstanding happens between
cultures. So this conversation is just what I am hoping to tap into and explore.
Here in the U.S., if we had put the flag on the floor it would have been very disrespectful.
But if we put the eagle on the floor—it is seen as a great honor. In the presidential office
in the white house (the oval office) this is what adorns the floor. Also in the Central
Intelligence Agency. I am about to add these photos now.
Of course we are not ignorant to the role of the sole of the shoe in the Middle East, but
we meant it to honor Egypt. As this is a cross cultural exchange, I hope you will see that
my taking the rocks (which Corey hauled over from Egypt) and placing them around the
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eagle—as you suggested the Egyptian do in Tahrir Square—I hope you will take it as
sign of good faith and an apology to offending you in any way.
As mentioned earlier...I will post these pictures now. If this does not help to amend the
situation, please do let us know. However, I hope that you have enough respect for us as
to not refer to us as having “typical American ignorance”. We love and respect you and
want this project to be about crossing borders for peace not building walls up through
hard words. Please—let’s continue this conversation, so we can move forward with our
goal “to build a language of peace through the actions of art”.
“Tavia LaFollette posted a photo to Hend Samir's Wall.”
Dearest Hend- these are the images I was talking about in my post below. This is what we
did to the images, surround them with the stones from Tahrir, as you mentioned the
Egyptians do. Does this help?

Figures 6.23-6.24. Two images of US eagle on the floor. Google images.
Sadly, it didn’t help and the conversation quickly turned. I did send her a picture in
which I placed the Tahrir rock in a circle around the eagle. But this did not help Hend’s
anger, which to this day, I still do not understand.
Hend asked me if I was Israeli. I didn’t answer her. I did not think it was relevant
to our friendship or my point about the power of symbols. Instead I wrote:
I wonder if this conversation should be brought into the firefly tunnel? Because
although we are talking with words and in English, which is not your first
language, we are using symbols…very powerful symbols.
From what I understand about Gary, is he was worried from your
comments–that you wanted to pull or censor the eagle on the floor. As a
cartoonist, who works primarily in symbols and images, he has very strong ideas
and principles about the right to use them. Just think about how empty Abla’s
museum would be if there were no Stars of David used.
I don’t think that the eagle on the floor can really be compared to “if
someone in America felt that his star of david is used wrongly.” Just like there
are Muslims all over the world, there are Jewish people all over the world. When
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you use the Star of David as an example, you are crossing from a National
emblem like the eagle on the flag to a religious emblem…both of which can be
sacred, but one is defined by citizenship and government, while the other is
defined by a spiritual calling.
Religion and State is a very strong and controversial topic here in the
States. It would be interesting to see how this conversation might develop among
artists who are using metaphor and symbolism to communicate. As suggested
earlier, maybe you can present this topic in the tunnel?
Otherwise, I fear we will just be spinning wheels in the muddy words that
might be misinterpreted because A) we are not meeting in person and B) because
of strong beliefs on either side which might close our interpretive skills and cause
defensive blocks.
If we do bring the conversation into the tunnel, I ask that we stick by the
Firefly Workshop Manifesto:
We embrace mistakes as learning tools that lead to new discoveries. We
are not afraid to push boundaries, and strive to investigate new channels of artistic
communication. We are unafraid of conflict as we understand it is the road to
resolution. We will only travel that road with respect for humankind and with
vision for a new future toward peace. Through the use of performance art and
installation we seek to provoke public debate and put pressure on our failed
institutions. We invite and encourage reflective discourse via Talk Backs.
Hend agreed to have her work stay up for the exhibit but explained she no
longer wanted to be a part of the project or a part of further exchanges.
A shattered friendship
broken on the lacerating edges of age old categories
a malodorous specter speaking in tongues
twisting blight
taught tortured trodden
cousins
brothers
lovers
children
Leggo’s four letter word
silent
I reassemble the pieces
lean on my mosaic pyramid of ideology
and quote Leggo
“writing the world a more caring space
and time in which to linger”
And so I ruminate with memory, others’ words, narratives, and poetry, in
the hope that I can learn how to live with the persistent sense of desire in
the experience of love—fired always by a pedagogical commitment to
writing the world a more caring space and time in which to linger. (147)
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In the very important “talking” book We Make the Road by Walking, Paulo Freire
(1990) explains to us, “Conflicts are the midwife of consciousness” (187).
One of the reasons why love is so painful is that you never stop loving someone.
But this is a “walking” book and however painful it is for me to lose a friendship,
I know I must let go. There is no wavering. Just as I knew what was right in my
experiences with Essam. And just as I knew I must fight for the Egyptian visas. It is
about justice—not love. It is about doing the next right thing. So I must focus—“fired
always by a pedagogical commitment to writing the world a more caring space and time
in which to linger” (Leggo, 2009, p. 147).
Kip Jones, an American born social scientist based in Britain and who teaches at
Bournemouth University makes the argument for Performative Social Science, in his
recent and very exciting article, “Connecting Research with Communities through
Performative Social Science” (2012). Jones discusses a new shift and his role in it.
It is a historical fact that the major upheavals and transformations in
Western art and science occurred during periods of cross-pollination from
discipline to discipline (The Enlightenment or Age of Reason, Truth and
Beauty in the 18th Century, is one example, or Paris at the beginning of
the 20th Century and the cross-fertilization between art, music, literature,
dance and design, and so forth). Forward-looking Arts and Humanities
academics are currently directly involved in such cross-disciplinary
communication with contemporary practitioners from other disciplines,
including the Social Sciences…From a different viewpoint, questions of
wider dissemination and methodology itself have begun to convince social
scientists to look beyond their own philosophical groundings to aesthetics
for solutions (Jones, 2006). They have found that text is often only linear
and, therefore, temporal; in science the meaning must be precise or risk
disbelief. (1)
I found a great kinship in Jones as he describes himself on his blog Kip World,
“Part of my work has involved developing tools from the arts and humanities for use by
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social scientists in dissemination of qualitative data” (http://kipworldblog.blogspot.com).
As an artist and curator, my data is the work created and shared. As an autoethnographer, it is my perspective and telling of the experience, reflected and shared.
When writing performance, my newest endeavor, but probably the most true to myself, I
also aim to disseminate information but on a more boiled down essence-based level. All
three of these methodologies, like Jones describes, are tools for dissemination with
dimension.
This movement in the social sciences to create facets and build tunnels to the arts
is also of interest to me as I work and move in arts as a social practice. Again I see a
mirrored image of myself as Jones describes how his greatest strength lies in his “ability
to get people involved—even excited—about the possibilities of creative human
interactions, knowledge-sharing and the potential of qualitative social science endeavors”
(http://kipworldblog.blogspot.com).
The breaking down of walls between the arts and social sciences is not a new
idea. In the 1980’s teams like Victor Turner and Richard Schechner built paths for us,
and Schechner established the Performance Studies program at New York University. I
also need to mention Dwight Conquergood’s work at Northwestern University a scholar
who added morals and justice to the mix. The editors of the aforementioned Poetic
Inquiry, Monica Prendergast, Carl Leggo and Pauline Sameshima are all bringing this
work to the forefront. And of course Augusto Boal and Paulo Freire, who did something
truly beautiful, making this all accessible beyond the walls of The Academy.
I believe a lot of this has to do with the spirit of the leader and circles back to the
knowing-doing-being model discussed earlier. How we share our knowledge and what
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we can do and be together is evolving. As Boal made so clear to us in his Theatre of the
Oppressed (1985), taking a feather from the pleading hat of Brecht, “popular artists much
abandon the downtown stages and to the neighborhoods, because only there will he find
the people who are truly interested in changing that social life, since they are the victims”
(105).
A beautiful segue way into the next section is the quote Jones provides from film
director Josh Appignanesi, “These days academics are all supposed to be interested in
impact, but (film) will reach a much larger audience than any academic paper” (as cited
in Guttenplan 2011, p. 2). And I must remind the reader of the previous quote from Lisa
Hochtritt, Ploof, and Quinn (2012),
Young people now possess the power to create their own cultures and develop
their own future…There is a promise for more participation, collaboration, and
communication in sustained and varying ways, moving beyond the tradition
school walls and allowing students to be critical producers of their own cultures,
not just consumers. (97)
This wonderfully inspiring quote circles back to a Boal’s words from Games for
Actors and Non-Actors (1985), a quote that has a special place in the Firefly Tunnel
project because of the virtual aspects of the exchange, “It is forbidden to walk on the
grass. It is not forbidden to fly over the grass” (xxvi).
Therefore we must raise our children to fly
So they can smell and chew on the grass from the other side
Teach them Leggo’s four letter word
how to yell it!
And when we fall
And love
And fall again
Reassemble the pieces
Build new mosaics, pyramids of ideology
Making culture out of conflict

265

Audience: Revolutionaries, Artists, and Art Appreciators
Our audience is the reason why we do this. It is why we are artists. Who the
audience is may change and vary with the times and the work, but even if we work in a
solitary manner, the idea is that the work will eventually be seen. Maybe it is just seen by
other artists. If so, then the process is what is important, but it is still shared and discussed
with others. Or perhaps the audience doesn’t even know they are the audience, the artist
still gets to a reaction, or a lack thereof. I am very lucky in that I have experienced all
three of these venues and all of these audiences: revolutionaries, artists, and art
appreciators.
Similar to what Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot expressed in her book The Art and
Science of Portraiture (1997), my goal with this project and with this piece of writing is
to reach beyond the a traditional academic or artistic audience. As Lawrence-Lightfoot
points out, so often in academia, the rhetoric and process is the same and exposed to a
very limited group, “meant to inform, not inspire” (10).
In addition to my concern for developing a methodological stance that might
record the complex evidence of goodness, I also wanted to reshape the
relationship between researcher and audience. More specifically, I was
concerned with broadening the audience for my work, with communicating
beyond the wall of the academy. Academics tend to speak to one another in a
language that is often opaque and esoteric. Rarely do the analyses and texts we
produce invite dialogue with people in the “real world” (9).

My goal for this project, this dissertation, and my future work is to continue to
interact across borders of space, tongues, beliefs, and ideas—with the aim to not only
inform but to also “inspire.”
New Goals
As I have tried to make clear and as in any creative venture, there are always
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difficult times and obstacles that one did not foresee. This is part of the learning process
and what helps to make the next project stronger. As a social activist and a political
artist, I was aware of some of the confrontations I might run into both socially and
emotionally. Despite the fact that I have been lucky in life to have traveled all over the
world with my work, I had never tried to create and exchange from one country to the
next. This was an unfamiliar road for me. I had trained and worked with people from
various counties on creative projects, sometimes in situations where we did not share a
common language. These language barrier experiences were part of my inspiration for
this project, for I had fresh, imaginative experiences of communicating and working
together with others without using spoken language.
This first incarnation leaned very heavily on my skills as an organizer, networker,
director, bridge builder, and relationship nurturer. I am not as tech savvy as I hope to be
but I am certainly more technically equipped than I was when this project began. Of
course, raising funds to build a project like this is a job within itself. As an artist, I
always put the artists and their work first but my goal for the next project is to make the
interface more user friendly and reach a wider audience. This will mean having the
financial means to do so. I was incredibly lucky to have Corey Sattler, the U.S. artist
who I discovered in Cairo, devote his time and learning energy into designing the website
platform in which we exchanged work. A main goal of the next project is to be in the
financial situation to be able to invest in the technological development of the exchange
processes. Specific analytics on the marketing and maintenance of the Firefly Tunnel
Project website are included in Appendix A.
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Interaction and Interdisciplinary: A Not So Quiet Revolution
I now move far away from the analytics and back into the art…where I am much
more comfortable. I take with me Kip Jones (2012), who continues to give us hope.
A not so quiet revolution is currently taking place in the application of
research in the Arts and Social Sciences. The use of tools from the Arts
and Humanities, in both investigation of concerns and dissemination of
data, is gaining critical mass amongst social scientists (Jones, 2006, 2012;
Gergen & Jones, 2008). Photography, music, dance, poetry, video
installations, dramatic monologues and theatrical performances have
recently been added to the researcher's toolbox, under the umbrella
paradigm of “Performative Social Science” (PSS). In turn, those in the
Arts and Humanities are turning to PSS in order to establish a
methodological base and explore ways of engaging with and reaching
diverse communities with their own creative outputs. (2)
I reflect with Leggo on love, relationships and my roots.
Our dusty Brooklyn apartment was infamous among my friends. The alluring
eight-foot-tall windows with spider plants for curtains and the “museum” of artifacts
from my parents’ travels always made for great conversation, yet when the inevitable
dinner time rolled around, I always got the concerned complaint, “Your parents ask too
many questions!” I am afraid I have not fallen too far from the spider plant, shooting out
roots, searching for answers and new ground. My guess is my sons’ friends will have the
same concern.
Art is art for a reason. It carries a message that can’t be said out loud in words
alone. I curated the work and the people with my instincts and without contriving the
ideas on what we saw…together…and sometimes alone. Artists should not be forced to
work together…or else it turns into politics.
The following works are a collage of the exhibit from opening to closing. The
selection represents a tasting of the artists and the inspiration they shared. Thank you.
The full exhibition can be viewed in the GALLERY section of the website and mini
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documentary videos can be seen along with news articles about the process on the NEWS
page of the website: www.fireflytunnels.net.
The Firefly Tunnel Project - Egypt/US performance and installation art exchange
I have worked with Tavia both as an artist and as a producer of my work and she
is a sensitive and charismatic networker who makes things happen. Her ability to
translate ideas and images into thought provoking pieces, will stimulate new work
and new artists in a fertile land, rich with the minerals of historic art making. I
believe in her morals as a politically driven artist and activist. Border Theory is a
philosophy as well as a method. I am excited to see what she brings back to the
States both as an artists and an academic.MacArthur Genius Award winner and
Performance Artist, Guillermo Gomez-Pena
The Install:

Figure 6.25-6.26. Two images of installation in progress. Photos by Tavia La Follette.
SITES OF PASSAGE - Opening Night
Passport Agency, by Amado Al Fadni
Silk screen and presidential photograph digitally reproduced

Figure 6.27. Amado’s “processing”. Photo by Aaron Hollan.
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Figures 6.28. Skyping with Amado at the opening. Photo by
Aaron Hollan.
Collaborated with U.S. artists to do the Processing Performance that can be seen in the
below video. We Skyped Al Fadni in for the opening so that he could be there to see the
“processing.”
Notes from the Curator
Trying to get a U.S. visa these days is not an easy task. It is even harder when
you are coming from a country in the middle of a revolution. Because the artists were not
able to be here for the opening, the other U.S. artists worked with Amado Al Fadni to
build the Processing Performance. This mirrored the interrogation process that the
Egyptians had to go through when they applied for a U.S. visa. Please see the sample
questions below taken directly from the application. The front of the gallery was
designed to look like an Embassy. The U.S. artists played security guards and
immigration officers. Every person who came through the door was processed and
profiled at various levels according to a colored wristband they received before entering
the museum. At the end of the “processing” each person received a “passport” and was
able to see the exhibit. The “processing” was also in the spirit of what U.S. travelers
have to go through when flying post-9/11.
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Video 5. Passport Agency

Figure 6.29. Wendy Osher processing. Photo by Aaron Hollan.
Wendy Osher, performing as an “inspector,” explains she began taking it very
seriously, and almost sacred herself as to how quickly she became comfortable with
fascist-like behaviors. The power of power took over her and she held the fate of these
“sheep.”
Larry Bogad, another “processor” had to calm a number of people down who got
scared or upset during the process when they didn’t have their I.D. or didn’t want to wait
in line. He explained, “No, don’t worry—I am a performance artist and this is a
museum…not a government building!”
SAMPLE QUESTIONS FROM THE VISA FORM:
Do you have any specialized skills or training, including firearms, explosives, nuclear, biological,
or chemical experience?
No……….Yes……...If yes,
explain………………………………………………………………………………………………
Have you ever served in, been a member of, or been involved with a paramilitary unit, vigilante
unit, rebel group, or insurgent operation?
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No……….Yes……...If yes,
explain………………………………………………………………………………………………
Have you ever ordered, incited, committed, assisted, or otherwise participated in genocide?
No……….Yes……...If yes,
explain………………………………………………………………………………………………
Do you seek to enter the U.S. to engage in export control violations, subversive or terrorist
activities, or
any other unlawful purpose?
No……….Yes……...If yes,
explain………………………………………………………………………………………………
Are you a member or representative of a terrorist organization as currently designated by the U.S.
Secretary of State?
No……….Yes……...If yes,
explain………………………………………………………………………………………………

Over My Dead Body, by Noha Redwan
Raw interviews by Holly Thuma. Sound re-mastered and designed by Mark
Bellaire. Prints and subway installation designed by Noha Redwan. Graffiti art by Matt J.
Hunter.

Figures 6.30-6.31. Two images of Over My Dead Body. Photos by Aaron Hollan.
Sites of Passage bridges America, Egypt Art exhibit encourages visitors to
consider politics, strife in Egypt through artistic dialogue, fall 2011
In particular, Noha Redwan’s “Over My Dead Body” attempts to re-create the
experience of Egyptians traveling on the subway during this year’s revolution
using a variety of media. The experience is both powerful and unnerving. Redwan
incorporates seemingly mundane objects, such as seats from a coach bus, a map
of Egyptian subway routes, and steel grab bars as part of the installation. In
addition, the artwork includes audio of riveting commentary by Egyptian artists
discussing brutal crackdowns by loyalist police forces. In the background, one can
distinctly hear the rhythmic clacking of a departing subway train. The effect is
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eerie and atmospheric. Each piece is similarly interactive, allowing one to also
become an active participant of the exhibit and feel its emotional tenor… the
works that comprise the exhibit are compelling, and the experience is powerful.
The Tartan, Sujaya Balachandran
Grenadine, by Hyla Willis
Installation with video, paint, sandpaper

Figure 6.32. Grenadine, image of video by Hyla Willis. Compliments of the
Mattress Factory Museum.
Artist Statement
Don’t use the pomegranate inhospitably, a stranger that has come so far to pay his
respects to thee. Plant it against the side of thy house, nail it close to the wall. In
this manner it thrives wonderfully with us, and flowers beautifully, and bears fruit
this hot year. I have twenty-four on one tree... Doctor Fothergill says, of all trees
this is most salutiferous to mankind. (English Quaker Peter Collinson in a 1762
letter to botanist John Bartram of Philadelphia.)
Grenade is the French word for pomegranate. Grenadine is a blood-red syrup
originally made from pomegranate juice and sugar. Pomegranates are native to Iran and
have been cultivated in Egypt since they were introduced by Hyksos invaders in the
1600s BCE. Spanish invaders brought pomegranate plants to “The New World” in the
1500s CE. Throughout human history and in nearly all religions, the pomegranate has
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been an important symbol of fertility and a vital medicinal food.
Descension, by Andrew Johnson
HD video, color, sound, 9:19 second loop

Figure 6.33. Descension, image of video by Andrew Johnson.
Compliments of the Mattress Factory Museum.
Artist Statement 	
  
Imaginings, beliefs, aspirations depart to individual realms. Gravity, hunger, need
unite at this solitary hole.
Nomad, cultivator (and tourist) dwell on this immutable clod.
Cradles quake, civilizations submit, revolutions orbit this steady sand.
The camera holds, camels bend, grass falls, and insects crawl—a glimpse of our
collective Egypt.
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Nonsense, by Noha Redwan
Video, television monitor, and wood

Video 6. Nonsense.

Figure 6.34-6.35. Two image of Nonsense, by Noha Redwan. Compliments of the
Mattress Factory Museum
Artist Statement 	
  
The colorless yellow flowers sleep furiously...The individual words make sense
and are arranged according to proper grammatical rules, yet the result is nonsense! Such
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as many things in our life (especially with these increasing amounts of social
media)...look awesome together, make you feel like you are about to hear or see
something important, but if you concentrate a little bit before submitting to the flood, the
NONSENSE will punch you right in the face! Our project simply comes as a wake-up
call; let’s think before getting involved, because it’s such a crisis if the nonsense does
make sense!
Tahrir 2, Emily Laychak with images from Tavia La Follette

Figure 6.36. Tahrir 2, Emily Laychak with images from Tavia La Follette. Compliments
of the Mattress Factory Museum.
Notes from the Curator 	
  
Tahrir Square has become the soapbox of Egypt. It is a place, a space that the
Egyptians took on January 25th, as theirs. It is a physical square where people can voice
their grievances, celebrate their victories, be heard and organize. The Egyptians refuse to
give it up and on Fridays after prayer, people gather to express themselves. It is forum, a
vehicle and an instrument for demanding Change. It is a place of violence, anger, peace
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and reconciliation. We are bringing it here to Pittsburgh by exhibiting off site projects,
performance and revolutionary acts by our local and Egyptian artists. Tahrir2 is an “Arab
Spring, an American Fall and hopefully a World Winter” (taken from a virtual lab
discussion between Tavia La Follette and Noha Redwan, written before the Occupy
Movement)
Artist Statement 	
  
My vision as a Firefly artist is to build tunnels within the Pittsburgh community
and from that community to the rest of world. I am concerned with the lack of
progressive participation from the greater Pittsburgh community in world and local issues
when this year especially has seen interconnected events in world history from the unrest
and struggle of humanity and nature. Tahrir2 exhibits this sentiment with a letter from
Noha Redwan to the world the day after the U.S. captured/killed Osama Bin Laden;
sounds from Tahrir Square; collaborative sound with Azmaa Ezzat, Hend Sameer, and
Walied Kamel; and an interview with political cartoonist Gary Huck during the workers’
demonstration in Wisconsin (written before the Occupy Movement).
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Figure 6.37. Tahrir 2. Compliments of the Mattress Factory Museum.
American and Egyptian artists put a fresh spin on global politics, December 2011
Public space is under scrutiny these days, as street mobilizations and tent camps
continue to spring up around the globe. The occupation of parks and squares
reiterates the fact that physical spaces are still necessary forums for airing
grievances, and that the freedom to assemble is a principal tenet of democracy.
While some of these spaces are actually private, such as Zuccotti Park in New
York City, and Pittsburgh's BNY Mellon Green Park, they are a great reminder of
what democracy looks like. “Tahrir2” celebrates the use of public space as an
instrument of change and a crucial indicator of democracy in action…Overall,
Sites of Passage offers a space to reflect on the auspicious events of the past year,
and on the global dynamics of changing political landscape. (The City Paper,
Nadine Wasserman)
Mind Area “Sound of the Sound,” by Mostafa Sleem
Cardboard boxes and video
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Video 7. Sound of the Sound.

Figure 6.38. Mind Area -Sound of the Sound, by Mostafa Sleem. Compliments of
the Mattress Factory Museum
Artist Statement 	
  
I prepared the video of “Sound of Sound” in Egypt to say that Humanity is like a
raw material, like the colors, the sound and the inside space. You are looking for nothing.
You are looking for you. Every movement, every sound and every scene is a part of you in reality - if there is a reality in that life.
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The video depicts what happened with us, all of us in that workshop.
When you grow your sprit up and go through the others, then go deep inside your
emotions, and your own culture and dreams...that you are looking for.
Humanity is a raw material like the colors and sound and the inside space. This is
what makes you the challenger of yourself. If you are not be able to do something except
staring at everything—come over the meditation to the real doing, express yourself and
know new things about yourself for the first time.
You, looking for nothing—what you are looking for is in you.
You do everything while you move. You, looking in the truer, in the whole world
around you, and discover that you have it in you and you have no idea about that.
Every movement, every sound, and every scene is a part of you,in reality,if there
is reality in this life.
Now...After a year from that, Tavia and me devolved the idea:
A human being makes a box. Everyone looks to get inside and use the same box.
We depend on that old box to measure the world around us. We need to make a new box.
One that is open.
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Swarm, by Wendy Osher and Nouran Sherif
Digital print on silk, audio

Figure 6.39. Swarm, by Wendy Osher and Nouran Sherif. Compliment of the
Mattress Factory Museum.
Artist Statement	
  
swarm |swôrm|
noun
• a large number of honeybees that leave a hive en masse with a newly fertilized
queen in order to establish a new colony.
• (a swarm/swarms of) a large number of people or things: a swarm of journalists.
Notes from the Curator. 	
  
Wendy shared with me about her communication with Nouran. They had been emailing and experimenting in the lab. After they got to a stage where there wanted to talk
in person they Skyped back and forth. At that point in time Nouran’s camera wasn’t
working on her laptop. When Nouran finally got it fixed, Wendy explained that she was
shocked to see that Nouran wore a hajab. Wendy explained how she had felt a wonderful
connection with Nouran through the brainstorming process and just didn’t envision her to
be covered. Wendy further explained that it was her own surprise, assumption, and
reaction that shocked her–not that Nouran wore a hajab.
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Wendy also communicated with Charles R. Garoian who teaches at Penn State
and is in the process of submitting an article to the Journal of Visual Arts Research,
called “In the Event that Arts Occurs.” In the abstract he explains his attraction to the
piece in, “terms of its performative correspondences with revolutionary movements and
body politics in the Middle East; in relation to the affect of the spectacle, the sublime
ideology of the mass media, on those movements; and the networking spectacle of social
media that aggregated the insurgencies.”
Suspended from what appeared to be the droning motor of a bladeless
ceiling fan oscillating in the center of the ceiling of the gallery, the sheer
fabric of the artwork’s whirling conical material fluttered, its hemline
flapping and quivering from centrifugal force as it spun around its central
axis. Accompanied by the muddled din of a crowd, its seductive,
centripetal gyrations lured my body into its orbit, to circumnavigate its
twirling form, to explore its milieus, to lose myself by intermingling with
what appeared to be a flurry of fugitive images, a winding montage of
color photographs patterning its fine fabric.
Was it a revolving cabinet of curiosities or a rotating Panopticon—
a multiplicity of images daring my gaze or gazing back at me? As I
circled, a constellation of incipient associations generated in my mind: a
swirling skirt, a whirling dervish, a spinning hijab, a winding cyclone, a
rotating spit of shawarma, a flying carpet, a twisting tornado, a wisping
phantasm…. At several points along my trajectory, just when I thought I
had captured even a hint of their content, the speeding images blurred,
streaked, and mutated any ideological coherency. Neither voyaging
clockwise or counterclockwise around the revolving artwork slowed its
anamorphic velocity. The drawn out, protracted stain 2 of its anomalous,
uncanny spectacle merely spun by me imperceptibly. (forthcoming)
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Figure 6.40. Swarm 2, by Wendy Osher and Nouran Sherif.
Compliments of the Mattress Factory Museum.
Performances
WELCOME TO OUR REVOLUTION: Testimony from Tahrir, by Lawrence Bogad
9/11/11, Sunset at the Mattress Factory Garden 7:30 PM
In this performance, Lawrence Bogad explores the ruins outside the Mattress
Factory, guiding the audience though the tale of his five-week journey through the streets
of revolutionary Cairo. He navigates a torture-state in its death-throes, sees babies riding
tanks, hears a rumor of “Zionist sharks,” and deciphers ancient Pharoanic hieroglyphic
totalitarian propaganda. The piece will begin at dusk, with an ironic/symbolic ritual to
Prevent the Sunset.
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Figure 6.41. Larry Bogad rehearsing in the garden. Photo by Tavia
La Follette.
Old Lady Leaf, by Mark Staley
As fall gently cascaded down upon Pittsburgh, Firefly Performance Artist Mark
Staley welcomed the seasonal change with a ritualistic performance of Celebration in the
City, a poem by child psychologist Mandy Fessenden Brauer about her city, “old lady”
Cairo.
Encouraged by Egyptian Firefly Artist Marwa Benhalim (who knows the poet
personally), Staley (an environmental activist himself) took the poem and created an
intimate performance piece he calls Old Lady Leaf which asks audience members to
acknowledge ecological hazards that Pittsburgh and Cairo both share. As the Autumnfocused sun highlighted bright, sculpted shades of leaves framed by crisp air, one could
not help but visualize the perspective of this preservation performance.
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Figure 6.42. Old Lady Leaf performance. Photo by Aaron Hollan.
While soft city noises flow through dim-lighted streets
and the Nile continues its steady passage to the sea
I sit quietly, reflecting…
My city, I tell myself, my beloved city, that old lady
unable to breathe, unable to cleanse herself,
trash blowing under cars, hanging onto fences,
collecting like grimy islets in the majestic river.
Staley set the scene for his performance with an elegant reading of the poem. The
rippling water and rubble from Winifred Lutz's permanent installation in the museum's
garden cradled Staley's poetic words with a layered sound of stone and organic design.
As the performance transformed from formalization to a heedful and cherished
movement piece, audience members began to hold their breath, afraid to make a sound
that might disturb the sacred emergence of Old Lady Leaf. With great care, Staley raised
her from beneath an assortment of human and natural debris, like the mix of leaves and
Starbucks Coffee cups. Moving with the gentle beat of Munir Bashir's Arabic drums,
which echoed off of the garden walls, Staley gracefully slid from caretaker of Old Lady
Leaf to playing Old Lady Leaf herself.
The audience, some still holding their breath, watched as the sacred grandmother
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managed to delicately pull a beautifully blooming flower from her chest. Gesturing a
wordless plea, the audience understood. With great regard, she gives her heart; the
harvested flower was passed to one of the younger audience members. As Staley
morphed gracefully back from puppeteer to Old Lady Leaf’s caregiver, he laid her down
to rest in a bed of mulch, mindfully removing cigarette wrappers and fast-food rubbish to
build a bed of litter free compost.
One Hand; On Voice, by Holly Thuma
Professor Holly Thuma gathered a fruitful crop of students from her fall course
“Voice and Speech” at The University of Pittsburgh. In her workshop performance One
Hand; On Voice, Thuma directed her students in a courageous site-specific garden
performance.

Video 8. One Hand, On Voice.
With the help of fellow Firefly artist Mark Bellaire on drums, the group
dramatically took over the Private Prairie level of the garden using the ever-famous
“chair” from Winifred Lutz’s permanent installation. The class shifted gears after
Staley’s quiet meditation to a partisan political performance, which
produced publicly charged speeches taken from various artists, activists, and politicians.
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Figure 6.43. Holly Thuma’s students. Photo by Aaron Hollan.
With firecracker discharge and the help of Bellaire’s rhythmical beats, the class
embodied the entire space with the pride of accomplishment. By using words from
political speeches and movements through use of Thuma’s guidance, the performance
demanded full focus from the audience.
It is important to note that none of the student performers are theater majors! The
passion which rose out of them was easy to source as Thuma, who visited Egypt during
the revolution, introduced the workshop performance as follows:
The Egyptians are here! The Egyptians are here!
After much red tape and support from both the local and international
community, ArtUp gathered enough letters of support to get approval from
Homeland Security to bring the Egyptians to town for the closing events.
Because of the expensive paper work for special visas and Amado Al Fadni’s
ticket, the organization reached out to their audience/supporters to help finance
the closing events. Unlike in the U.S., if you are born in Egypt, that does not
mean you are an Egyptian citizen. One of the artists, Al Fadni carries a Sudanese
passport and could not have a layover in Europe without a time absorbing and
expensive transit visa. Without the generous donations of our audience, Amado
would not have been able to participate in the final closing events. Thank you
ArtUp supporters for making this possible.
There was such an outpouring to see the Egyptian artists, ArtUp had to
turn down offers to visit artists, organizations, and institutions. There simply were
not enough hours in the day. However, the Egyptians got to see snow for the first
time and toured local schools, art studios, museums, and organizations.
The following is a picture book story of the Egyptian’s time in Pittsburgh…
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Figure 6.44. Amado in America. Photo by Nouran
Sherif.

Figure 6.45. Mostafa in the Mattress Factory Museum.
Photo by Nouran Sherif.

Figure 6.46. Egyptians in snow. Photo by Wendy Osher.
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Figure 6.47. One of the first stops is CMU’s create lab and a ride in the
electric car! Photo by Tavia La Follette.

Figure 6.48. Egyptian artists also get to play with the giga pan camera at create
Lab. Photo by Dror Yaron (http://gigapan.org/gigapans/98077).

Figure 6.49. Pillow Pets become an Egyptian phenomenon!
Photo by Wendy Osher.
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Figure 6.50. Visits to the Carnegie Museum! Photo by Wendy
Osher.

Figure 6.51. Quiet contemplation with bridges, Nouran Sherif. Photo
by Aaron Hollan.

Figure 6.52. Artists visit Amish Country and a fellow Egyptian
painter. Photo by Wendy Osher.
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Figure 6.53. Charlie Humphrey tours the Pittsburgh Center for
the Arts, Filmmakers, and the Glass Center. Photo by Tavia La
Follette.

Figure 6.54. Egyptian artists visit Ellis School’s 5th grade,
which is studying ancient Egypt. Photo by Tavia La Follette.

Figure 6.55. Ellis High School art history class with Egyptian
guests discussing art and revolution. Photo by Tavia La
Follette.
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Figure 6.56. Director of the MF and president of the World
Affairs Council Michael Olijnyk & Steven Sokol. Photo by Jeb
Saffron.

Figure 6.57. The closing panel, Culture Crossing: Art as
Dialogue for a Global Society. Photo by Jen Saffron.

Figure 6.58. Amado Al Fadni gets to explain his installation and
performance in person during the last curator’s tour. Photo by Aaron
Hollan.
Meaning Making and Instincts
When the Egyptians first arrived, I told them that I wanted to build the next tunnel
between Israel and Palestine. Their first reaction was, “Why would Palestinians artists
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want to work with Israelis?” My answer was, “Because they are artists–just like you and
I are not happy with the way the world functions and do not always agree with our
government, there are Israelis who feel the same way.” After spending ten days on U.S.
soil, meeting American Jewish artists and making new friends, by the time they left to go
back to Egypt they asked, “What can we do to help?!”
“The Search”
Rummaging through symbols, searching for a meaning
we trip over each other
and laugh
Defining what they mean to you, searching for a state of knowledge
arguing
renaming
reinventing a wheel…to fly
Found, we know what we want
for a moment
Lost, a wonderful place to search from
Even armed with an ideological pyramid, founded on instincts, I discovered the
center; the meaning making doesn’t establish knowing. And knowing doesn’t mean
found. We don’t lose ourselves to find ourselves…at least not me. I lose myself to find
others.
Implications for Leadership and Change
My intention at this point in the writing is to reiterate and make clear the ways in
which arts-based research and practice can play a role in the world of “leadership” and
“change.” I encourage leaders and change agents who do not believe they are artists to
cross over that border and jump in. Try performative writing and auto-ethnography;
rethink strategic ways to use performance art, installation, and symbols as a medium for
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provoking and inspiring an audience, a community, or the media. This revolutionary act
of stepping across could light a new set of tools on fire to unsuspecting leaders, creating
change, if not a revolution of revelation in her or his community, at least perhaps a
transformation of self.
Importance of Transformation
The catharsis that takes place in the leader/change agent is as important as the
transformation that takes place with the community in which they work. In Max Van
Manen’s 1990 book, Researching Lived Experience, he explains how an artistic
expression is not just a representation of an event, but rather “it transcends the
experiential world in an act of reflective existence…it always arrives in a reflective
mood…In other words, an artist recreates experiences by transcending them” (97). Van
Manen, a Professor of Education at the University of Alberta, goes on to explain the
importance of a phenomenological and hermeneutic approach, not only when questioning
the community or culture in which one works, but when reflecting and interpreting one’s
own questions and answers. This reflective practice is key and this interpretation process
includes verbal and non-verbal forms, semiotics and aesthetics.
Norman Denzin explains to us in his 2003 book Performance Ethnography:
Critical Pedagogy and the Politic of Culture, how auto-ethnographic texts
allow writers to confront and interrogate the cultural logics of late capitalism,
including those logics connected to the myths of motherhood, family, marriage,
love and intimacy. When effectively crafted, these texts create a sense of
emotional verisimilitude for the reader and writer, producing experiences of
catharsis, self-renewal, and self-discovery. (137)
Denzin continues to explain how these transformations bring about new ethics of writing
and responsibility. This responsibility is spread between leaders, activists, social
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scientists, artists, educators, and global citizens in general. Denzin continues to express
how “These texts must also work as cultural criticism, as tools for critique and political
action. At this level they join the personal with the political” (138).
Joining the “personal with the political” is where I assimilate the Art as Action to
Art as Social Practice. Art is such a self-interpretative act and politics is such a public
act. Paradoxically, as Boris Groys points out in Art Power (2008), “Thus art and politics
are connected at least in one fundamental respect: both are areas in which a struggle for
recognition is being waged” (124). Therefore, if we as leaders and change agents are
going to engage in politics, we best be engaged in self at the same time. We need a
vision of self and a vision of culture. Our responsibility then becomes curatorial. The
word curator comes from the Latin word curare, meaning, “take care.” As I write this,
we are teetering on the fiscal cliff and I can’t help but wonder at what point do some
politicians separate the “take” from the “care”?
Responsibility of Making Culture
Most cultural leaders, activists, politicians, and change agents will tell you they
felt an inner pull, need, or calling to do this type of work. Artists have the same
summoning from within, which is what makes arts-based research so pertinent to our ever
evolving and ferociously connected global society. As Tom Barone and Eliot W. Eisner
discuss in their new book Arts Based Research (2012), part of the criteria for arts based
research is social significance, in which it “aims to make a difference in the world” (153).
As they explain it gives change agents a chance to think outside the box and re-envision
the world of social sciences.
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In this postmodern world of virtual art and society, we as leaders need to think in
new dimensions. We are the curator of a future, of a globalized culture. The social order
is evolving, as it always has. But as Giroux (2005) explains in Border Crossing: Cultural
Workers and the Politics of Education, we are at a unique turning point.
Another important aspect of postmodernism is that it provides a series of
referents both for interrogating the notion of history as tradition and for
redrawing and rewriting how individuals and collective experience might
be struggled over, understood, felt, and shaped. For example,
postmodernism points to a world in which the production of meaning has
become as important as the production of labor in shaping boundaries of
human existence. (93)
Like Joseph Campbell (2001, 111), Giroux is calling for “Remythologization” of
culture. We live in a world where my atheist political cartoonist husband has daily
image-based exchanges with a gay Muslim Iranian man on Facebook. This is beautiful to
me and gives me great hope. As Boal (1992) might say, we are flying over the forbidden
grass (xxvi). We are (as I hope my golden thread suggest) creating virtual art as a force
for social change. We are culture crossing and connecting, utilizing art as dialogue for a
global society.
The Curator
So what does all this mean? How do we use and cultivate this phenomenon as
change agents? My suggestion is to A) approach each new person you meet, each
relationship you develop as a curator of self. B) Think of yourself as a funnel for change.
How can this person teach you something that will make a difference in the world? C)
What perspective can this person give to you that you have never seen before?
Once you have found meaning making in others and a transformation or catharsis
has taken place, 1) consider how this new data can add to the collective experience. Is
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this a connector or a dialogue track for making new culture? 2) If so, how can you as an
artist and change agent implement this? What language, tool, medium, or ideological
structure will you cross borders with? 3) My guess is that the message or story you tell
will instinctively be drawn to a medium. Most importantly, craft your culture
crossing/connecting dialogue with honesty and integrity: Art as Action.
Epilogue
I am proud to announce that we have been invited to Palestine to continue this
work by building a “tunnel” between Palestine and Israel. We are not naïve and know
this will not be an easy project; however, the Mattress Factory Museum has invited us to
return with this new endeavor. Charlie Humphrey of Pittsburgh Filmmakers has also
invited the new Firefly Tunnel Project, SITES OF PASSAGE: Palestine to Israel to
exhibit all the 2D and video work at the mini Melwood screening room and in the gallery.
This past summer I traveled to Israel and Palestine as part of the Interfaith PeaceBuilders (www.ifpb.org) delegation to hear from many different perspectives of the
Palestinian/Israeli conflict. Although it is not my mission to act as an intermediary in the
conflict, the project does take place in and use artists from both countries. Therefore, I
needed to educate myself on the various perspectives we may be encountering. These
frames of reference and interpretations will certainly be woven into the artistic dialogue
and the fabric of the project. The following is an excerpt from my journal writings.
Topography of the Human Condition
I am spending the evening away from the group for the first time since we left
DC. I find myself at Cinemetique, an Israeli Art Film venue and restaurant. I stare out
the window to the majestic valley below and watch as fireworks bounce off the hillside
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and dance down the walls of the Old City. At first, delegation members mistook the
celebratory combustions for gunshots—but that is not too surprising considering where
we have been and where we are going.
“So, are there any Palestinian artists that you know and work with?” I ask.
Emmanuel Witzthum’s head lowers and he slowly shakes it with indignity.
Regret is a feeling I am very familiar with. Like all humans, I am a topographical map of
my mistakes and my transformations. But what if you are born into this?
I look out the balcony window to the rocks of Jerusalem cobbled into features
below. Echoes of the past recycled into the present, my eyes reach out, scanning the
carved landscape for the tactile tale. This sense of place is exercising my aesthetic
powers.
As an artist, I depend on my ancient instincts to guide me. For many years I
suffered from what I refer to as “the family inheritance.” Ironically, while searching for
spirituality this disease led me to exercise my aesthetic instincts. Paradoxically, I had to
lose myself to find myself.
Although I am not Jewish and Emmanuel has not inherited my family demons, we
do such share a belief…a belief that art is a tool for crossing borders: physical borders,
psychological borders, emotional borders, and metaphorical borders.
Brought up in New York City among artists and agnostics, I was encouraged to
explore religions culturally. I believe in the human spirit. Under PHILOSPHY on my
Facebook page- both my religious and political views are listed as non-dominational, not
non-denominational. As a global citizen and being in the privileged position to lead my
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life as an artist, I believe it is my duty to work with humans around the world to share our
struggles and revitalize the land we tend with disease and delusion.
My land, my map is my body—spiritual, mental, and physical. I spent many,
many years polluting it with “medicines” of salvation. Some of these ideas of remedy
were bred into me, some were born unto me, and some were self-induced.
I often gather in church basements with people who struggle with the same
disease. One of the sayings you can often hear is “resentment is like taking poison and
expecting the other person to get sick.” This saying seems applicable to all humans, no
matter what they inherit.
In the prelude to the play Fences, written by African American Pittsburgh
playwright August Wilson and first produced at the Yale Repertory Theater in New
Haven, Connecticut, on April 30, 1985, Wilson wrote “When the sins of our fathers visit
us, we do not have to play host. We can banish them with forgiveness.”
“Maybe you can be the common ground?” Emmanuel suggests with hope in his
voice. I can feel my usual “American guilt” rising through my blood and flushing to my
face. Is it visible to others? Is the U.S. policy and history that is screaming in my head
audible to the rest of the restaurant? I look around and no one seems to be as disturbed.
This “common ground” comment is responding to my question about safety,
legalities of Israelis in certain zones of Palestine, and my desire to hold an artistic
workshop on Palestinian soil. I am on this delegation to educate myself about the current
situation and research the possibilities of creating an artistic exchange between Israel and
Palestine. The project is about dialoguing through art as opposed to language, and it is
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symbolically important to me as the curator/director, that the first step of the project, the
workshop, be located on Palestinian ground.
Like Emmanuel, I am trying to work for change. How to incorporate the current
academic and cultural ban, plus the new concepts I am learning regarding
“Normalization” helps to make the project more challenging but also more layered.
Therefore, SITES OF PASSAGE, a virtual and tangible exchange, could become even
more dimensional, a multifaceted lens in which to reflect and refract upon the human
condition.
Similar to a topographer, artists map ideas and creatively work through concepts,
building installations of sense making. Taken from Greek, topos, meaning place, and
grapho, meaning to write, I am hoping to make sense of humanity through this
performance and installation project. Even if we can’t exonerate ourselves through art,
hopefully we can confess and redeem, building a new landscape.
“You will never get a Palestinian artist to work with you. If you did he would be
banished and his family put to shame”. This is the comment of my other new friend. We
are driving to the highest point in Nablus, the third largest Palestinian city, a home to
refugee camps, home to the Good Samaritans, and a home to invasion and stone throwing
—therefore, houses without children. Khitam is a former principle and one of the most
educated women I have ever met. She now works with refugees. Although, her scars are
deep and her words are bitter, they are not meant to harm me, rather educate me. She
sweetens them with baked honey treats from the street.
The next day I find sugar free sanctuary in the Friends Meeting House in
Ramallah. Jean Zaru, a Palestinian Quaker explains to the group, “To be Quaker means to
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be of a tradition that is open to dialogue with other traditions.” She is a bold and
charismatic woman, but not intimidating. She sits open armed on the accustomed
wooden Quaker style bench and talks with attentive and compassionate eyes explaining
further, “To resist is to be human…to say non-violence works or doesn’t work is not the
point. The point is to change the discourse.”
This is of course why I came here, to learn how to change the discourse and use a
different tool. Every moment on the delegation is a lesson with a new apparatus for mapmaking. In Beit Sahour (the Sheppard’s Field), just outside of Bethlehem, Mazin
Qumsiyeh, an entertaining academic, explains to us that anything a Palestinian does is
non-violence resistance, simply for the fact that the Israelis don’t want them there. For
example, when a shepherd continues to return his sheep and herd them on the land, even
after toxic pellets have poisoned most of his flock. These are also performative acts, even
if they are acts of necessity: acts of necessity to the soul, financial necessity, or a
necessity of community.
Oddly enough, one of the quotes that sticks in my mind the most comes from
inside the delegation and from one of our younger members. Andrea, a student at NYU,
a Christian American-Palestinian explains how in the past, when she had been asked to
enter into a conversation about “the conflict,” she always responded by saying, “It is a
complicated situation.” Now she makes it clear to the group that after this shared
experience; she will no longer avoid the conversation, “It is not complicated. It is a
human rights issue.”
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We are all germinating, contracting, and transforming in new and various ways,
changing our own individual landscape but also slowly adjusting the topography of our
region, our nation, and hopefully the human condition.
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Appendix A
Project Analytics Report
I am not a numbers person but I did promise some quantitative data.
Math is often a foreign language for me; however, it seems important to include
some financial data for those readers who are more numbers driven and want to create
and strategize similar projects.
Corey put together the following Firefly Analytics. I put together the report on
the actually exchange aspect of art making and creating that went on between the
Egyptian and U.S. artists.
Firefly Analytics Background:
The site went live with basic information September 23, 2010. 37 Artists began using
the online platform later that year in November 2010. Unfortunately, all visibility
statistics were lost when the Content Management System for the website was upgraded
from Drupal 6 to Drupal 7 so that our only records reflect the following for a 9 month
period:
Raw Data Visits (by Month)
September 2011:
October 2011:
November 2011:
December 2011:
January 2012:
February 2012:
March 2012:
April 2012:
May 2012:
•

208
507
360
271
334
292
124
112
71

Decline obviously due to decrease in physical presence now that main exhibit is
over, as well as lack of Search Engine Optimization (SEO)/online marketing
Data Overview

Total Visits:
Unique visitors:
Total Page views:

2,279
1,533
15,708
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Pages per visit:
6.89
Average Visit Time: 00:24:16
Return Visitor:
32.91%
New visitors:
67.09%
General Observations
1,153 visits (over 50%) were on a Macintosh Operating System, which indicates a need
to develop applications geared toward this environment. Next is Windows (39%) and
iPhone/Android (8.7%).
Direct visits accounted for most hits on the site (31.7%), averaging over one hour on the
site and viewing over 16 pages per visit.
Next traffic source was Google Search, with Mattress Factory Museum website referral
& digital newsletter close by, although both of these were under 3 minutes per visit on
average. It is possible, however, that people saved the page after a quick look only to
return later, hence the unusually high number of direct hits.
Finally, Facebook led to the remaining significant % in traffic, dealing mostly with
people reading our news stories as they are posted on our fan page after being written to
the website.

•
•

•

•
•
•

•

Recommendations
We need help optimizing the site for Google Adsense so that ArtUp can begin to
recover part of the running cost, as even 1 cent per visit for advertising on our
website can obviously lead to a decent amount of money over time.
Collecting and developing our own email list would be immensely helpful, and
could help replace our “News” page so that artists could begin public blogs to
make the project more engaging (and lucrative, ref. said Google Adsense
technology)
Developing a hash-tag marketing buzz Twitter campaign in relation to our online
gallery could increase viability in continuing to gain new visitors – this would
require market research to “piggy-back” trending topics until we began trending
ourselves.
2,057 (or 90.26%) visits were in English, while the second most used languageArabic- only had 80 visits (or 3.51%) – this indicates a need for development in
this sector of outreach.
(other negligible % language views include Danish, Chinese, Korean, French, &
Spanish)
Mobile visits amount to only 200 (8.7%) of visits and have considerably less
page-time (less than 2 minutes) per visit. This can obviously be due to our
unfriendly layout, which could be redesigned with enough money to pay a
programmer to make the site universal on all device-sized screens.
A 52% bounce rate means we need to improve our pages to become more
dynamic and engaging (Bounce Rate means one-page visits only; i.e., person
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comes to site, and exits the site from same page s/he came in on). An ideal
bounce rate is 10-20%.
REPORT ON THE FIREFLY WEBSITE EXCHANGE:
ACTIVE USERS
The website has 38 active users.
This includes 17 Egyptian artists and 18 U.S. artists.
There were 37 artists in total, with access to exchange work and ideas.
The 3 active users were administrators and curators. 1 administrator and 1 curator also
participated as artist.
22 requests were blocked/denied access. In order to participate in the website exchange
an artist had to go through the workshop process.
THE STUDIO
The studio is a room for each artist to show samples of their work. This is so the other
artists can be exposed to the different types of work that each artist does.
4 of the Egypt artists posted nothing in the studio. None of these artists exhibited work
for the project.
9 of the U.S. artists posted nothing in the studio. However, 4 of these artists still
exhibited/performed in the project. 3 of these artists posted work into the LAB.
•
•
•

Interesting note on age/country/comfort level with technology: All of the
Egyptian artists were under 40 years old. Most of them were in their early
20s.
7 of the U.S. artists were in their 20s, two were in their 30s, and the rest were
40 or over.
It is important to also note that although the director/curator tried to get a
diverse population in medium, age, and background, in Egypt
modern/contemporary art is not culturally accepted or taught in schools the
way it is in the States. Therefore, younger artists who were savvy enough to
educate themselves online and were more accepting of the contemporary
format, project, exchange.

THE LAB
The Lab is where artists can post images, sound, video, ideas, poetry etc. This is where
they can not only discuss ideas and images, but where these images, sounds, etc., can be
downloaded and manipulated by other artists. For example an Egyptian artist can post a
sound byte. A U.S. artist can grab it, alter it, and place it back into the Lab, where yet
another artist (or the same one) can grab it again. This is how the “dialogue” of art takes
place.
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There were a total of 87 postings into the Lab.
71 of those postings are ideas that are yet to be developed.
16 of those ideas were developed and made it into the final exhibition at the MF museum.
•
•

•

•

It is important to note that not all the postings were different ideas. For
example, some of them were videos/ideas that got written responses (see
responses below), were edited, and reposted.
A few postings in the Lab might come together as one project. A good
example of this is the OVER MY DEAD BODY installation. A subway
installation was created around Noha Redwan’s images (Egyptian digital
artist) of the Cairo subway. Holly Thuma (U.S. Theater artist) interviewed
Egyptian artists, while in Egypt during the revolution, hoping to create
monologues from the interviews, and Mark Bellaire (U.S. sound artist), took
the raw interviews and remixed them into individual mp4s. These final sound
pieces were installed into Noha’s subway installation. This way a viewer
could sit down, put on headphones, ride the subway, view Noha’s images and
listen to young Egyptian artists tell their own story of the revolution.
It is also important to note that the exchange of ideas did not solely happen on
the website. Artists e-mailed each other and used video conferencing. For
example SAWRM, a work devised by Nouran Sherif (Egypt) and Wendy
Osher (U.S.) was not discussed in the Lab at all. They relied purely on video
conferencing and e-mails.
Hyla Willis only shared her Grenadine work with the curators in private. She
felt it was important for her as an artist to work on it as a solo project.

RESPONSES TO LAB POSTINGS
In the Lab section, once someone has posted work, other artists can respond to the work
via a COMMENT section. This is another way to create dialogue and ideas around the
work, ask questions to one another, or send links to share.
Out of the 87 Lab posts, 40 got comments.
19 posts got 1 comment.
14 posts got 2 comments.
3 posts got 3 comments.
3 posts got 5 comments.
1 post got 7 comments.
•

•

Again, it is important to note that the website is not a complete record for the
exchange process and development, but a tool to begin the practice and
methodology. Some artists (like Hyla, Wendy, and Nouran) might not want to
share their ideas in a public space.
Another important point to note is that once an idea is coming to fruition and
the curators believe it should be shared with the museum, discussions were
moved to e-mails and video conferencing. Video conferencing worked well to
walk through the space, so that the artists could get a sense of what the
curators and Head of Exhibition Owen Smith were trying to convey.
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VIRTUAL GALLERY
The Virtual Gallery was set up so that artists could exhibit work that could be seen before
the exhibition opened as well as exhibit work that might not necessarily be used in the
final installation and/or performance. Works were curated in the virtual site in May and
August. In September, the work from the tangible SITES OF PASSAGE exhibition were
photographed and shared on the site.
In May, the virtual gallery showed 8 works:
4 of the works were collaborative.
4 of the works were solo.
6 of the works were by Egyptian artists.
1 work was by a U.S. artist.
1 work was a collaborative U.S./Egypt piece.
In August, the virtual gallery showed 6 works:
2 of the works were collaborative
4 of the works were solo.
2 of the works were by Egyptian artists.
4 of the works were by U.S. artists.
1 work was an Egyptian collaboration.
1 work was a U.S. collaboration.
•
•

It is important to note that by August the artist were gearing up for the
September opening.
It is also important to note that in May the U.S. artists were in the middle of
the Pittsburgh Firefly Tunnel workshop.

TANGIBLE EXHIBIT - SITES OF PASSAGE AT THE MF MUSEUM
The final installation took place at the Mattress Factory Museum. It included the
following installation, a performance series, and community outreach programming.
Passport Agency – Collaborative - included 4 U.S. artists (performing) and 1 Egyptian
artist (design and installation)
Africa Magazine – Solo - 1 Egyptian artist
Over My Dead Body – Collaborative - 3 U.S. artists and 1 Egyptian artist
Gallop Pole – Solo - executed by 1 U.S. artist (although the idea came from an image
posted by another U.S. artists in the Lab.
Grenadine – Solo - 1 U.S. artist
Macaroni Harmony - Collaborative- 2 Egyptian artists
Four Statements in Arabic – Collaborative - 1 Egyptian artist, 2 U.S. artists
Mind Area – Solo - 1 Egyptian artist
Nonsense – Collaborative - 2 Egyptian artists
Descension – Solo - 1 U.S. artist
Soul of Egypt – Solo - 1 Egyptian artist
Vainglorious Stammering- Collaborative - 2 U.S. artists, 1 Egyptian artist
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Alexandria (series) – Solo - 1 U.S. artist
Over There – Solo - 1 U.S. artist
Tahrir (squared) - Collaborative 3 U.S. artists, 1 Egyptian artist
The final exhibition was a total of 15 works installed.
7 total collaborative works.
8 total solo works.
5 total U.S. solo works.
3 total Egyptian solo works.
4 total U.S. and Egyptian collaborative works.
2 total Egyptian only collaborative works.
•
•

It is important to note that there were 4 U.S. solo performance pieces created
around this project that did not include exchange on the website.
It is also important to note that Egyptian artists also had performance ideas,
but because of immigration problems (the project was not able to get the
artists here until the very end), these ideas had to be put on hold. However, all
4 Egyptian artists that came to Pittsburgh did perform in the final
presentation/celebration/closing of the exhibition.
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